
reached neighborhoods farther from the airport.34 Figure 4.3 shows that MAC’s
average construction costs per home have increased significantly over the course
of the program, reaching $47,449 in 2001.35 The highest construction cost for
insulating an individual home has been $125,438.36

So far, MAC’s spending for noise programs is within the overall budget
established by the 1999 airline agreement—mainly because the agreement
contains a contingency amount of $50 million for noise-related programs
($61.5 million in inflated dollars).  However, due to higher-than-expected
spending levels for the 65+ DNL program, MAC will have to manage the
remaining noise mitigation work carefully between now and 2010 to fulfill its
noise mitigation commitments in the 60-64 and 65+ DNL areas within the budget
constraints of the airline operating agreement.

ACCURACY OF MAC’S 1996 NOISE
PROJECTIONS

Airports’ Part 150 submissions to the federal government must include a noise
exposure map based on existing conditions and another map reflecting forecast
conditions five years after the date of the submission.  The forecast map must
be “based on reasonable assumptions concerning future type and frequency of
aircraft operations, number of nighttime operations, flight patterns, airport
layout. . ., planned land use changes, and demographic changes in the surrounding
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MAC’s sound insulation construction costs for these two homes exceeded $120,000 each.

MAC will  have
to manage its
remaining noise
mitigation work
carefully to stay
within its budget.

34 Arguably, MAC should have foreseen the increase in home size as the insulation program
progressed.  MAC staff said that several other factors contributed to escalating costs as the program
progressed, including:  (1) more homes with boiler heat, thus requiring the installation of ductwork
to accommodate air conditioning, (2) more historic homes (although MAC records identified only
161 “historic” housing units among those that have been insulated), (3) indoor air testing, starting in
1997, and (4) increasing labor and material costs, partly due to the strong economy.

35 Average cost per home declined in the first part of 2002, based on very limited data.  Among
homes on which insulation bids were received in January through July 2002, there were only five
homes for which 100 percent of costs had been paid as of July 2002.  For these homes, the average
insulation cost was about $26,000.

36 Construction costs do not include the costs of design work and program administration.



areas.”37 Airports must certify that submitted maps are “true and complete.”38

The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) reviews airports’ Part 150
submissions and approves or disapproves them.

MAC’s federally-approved noise contours became the basis for a residential sound
insulation program at Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport that started in
1992.  Homes that in 1992 were projected to have 1996 noise levels of 65 DNL
and greater were eligible for MAC-financed modifications.

MAC’s projected 1996 noise map is its most recent federally-approved map of
projected noise.  Thus, even today, eligibility for the sound insulation program
relies on MAC’s 1992 projection of the 1996 noise contours.  Because the
contours determine program eligibility, we examined how the noise levels forecast
for 1996 compared with actual noise levels in 1996.39 We found that:

• MAC’s forecasts of 1996 airport noise levels were considerably
different from the actual levels of airport noise experienced by homes
in 1996.  For the most part, MAC underestimated the actual 1996
noise levels.
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Figure 4.3: Residential Sound Insulation Program
Average Cost Per Home, 1993 - 2001

SOURCE: Office of the Legislative Auditor analysis of Metropolitan Airports Commission data.

NOTE: Based on date of bids received. Includes only those homes for which 100 percent of costs have
been paid.

MAC’s average
insulation cost
per home
increased to
$47,449 in 2001.

MAC’s federally-
approved noise
program relies
on projections of
future noise
levels.

37 14 CFR ch. 1, part 150.21 (2001).

38 14 CFR ch. 1, part 150.21 (2001).

39 The actual noise contour for 1996 was developed for the following document:  Federal Aviation
Administration, Great Lakes Region, Air Traffic Division, Environmental Assessment for Revised
Air Traffic Control Procedures Off of Runway 30L-30R (Minneapolis, June 25, 1999).  This “actual”
contour map was developed by applying data on actual airport operations to the federal Integrated
Noise Model—thus, estimating actual noise exposure levels.



For instance, Figure 4.4 compares the projected and actual DNL 65 noise contours
for 1996.  In most parts of the map, the actual 1996 noise contour extends farther
from the airport than does the projected 1996 contour map.  Thus, the actual 1996
contour covers more land area than the projected 1996 contour and reflects a
higher-than-projected level of noise.  For instance, the actual 1996 65+ DNL
contour extends about one-half mile farther into south Minneapolis straight out
from the end of the south parallel runway than does the comparable portion of the
projected 1996 contour.  In part of north Richfield, the actual 1996 noise contour
exceeds the boundaries of the projected contour by more than a mile.  Similarly,
the actual noise contour extends from the parallel runways more than 3,000 feet
farther into portions of Eagan and Mendota Heights than does the projected
contour.  In contrast, the projected noise contour in Bloomington extends well
beyond the actual contour, indicating that actual noise in Bloomington was not as
great in 1996 as MAC had projected.

We identified several factors that contributed significantly to the differences
between the projected and actual 1996 noise contours.40 First,

• The airport had more arrivals and departures in 1996 than MAC had
projected.

Combined, arrivals and departures are commonly called “operations.”  To project
the number of operations at Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport for 1996,
MAC relied on forecasts that had been developed in 1989 for the airport’s
long-term comprehensive plan.  MAC projected a total of about 428,000
operations at the airport during 1996, which would have been a 10 percent
increase over its estimated number of 1991 operations.  As Figure 4.5 shows,
however, the actual number of operations in 1996 was about 485,000—which was
25 percent higher than the 1991 baseline and 13 percent higher than MAC’s
projected number of 1996 operations.  MAC staff told us that the projections
seemed reasonable at the time the Part 150 report was developed.  Northwest
Airlines, which has hub operations at the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport, had
serious financial difficulties in the early 1990s, and its future was uncertain.  Also,
the economy came out of a recession in 1993, and few people predicted the strong
economic boom that followed. 41 In any case, the larger-than-projected number of
actual operations at the airport contributed to MAC’s underestimation of airport
noise.

A second reason for differences between projected and actual noise levels was
that:

• Aircraft meeting new, more restrictive noise standards comprised a
smaller proportion of the fleet using the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport
in 1996 than MAC had anticipated.
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For the most
part, MAC’s
projections of
noise for 1996
understated the
actual noise
levels.

40 Other factors not discussed here could also have played a role.  For instance, we were interested
in comparing the projected and actual use of individual “flight tracks” from the various runways;
however, MAC said that such data are not readily available for 1996.

41 As part of the dual track airport planning process, MAC developed “high” and “low” long-term
forecasts of airport activity in 1993, and actual operations at the airport in subsequent years tracked
much closer to the high estimate than the low estimate.  MAC had not developed the high and low
forecasts at the time it developed the noise exposure map in 1992 for the Part 150 report.
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Figure 4.4:  Comparison of Projected and Actual 1996 Noise Contours
(65 DNL)

NOTE:  The “actual” noise contour was developed using the federally-sanctioned Integrated Noise Model.

SOURCE: HNTB, FAR Part 150 Study Update (Minneapolis: Metropolitan Airports Commission, March 1992); Federal Aviation
Administration, Great Lakes Region, Air Traffic Division, Environmental Assessment for Revised Air Traffic Control Procedures Off of
Runway 30L-30R (Minneapolis, June 25, 1999).
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Earlier, we described how federal laws required airlines to change their aircraft
from “Stage 2” to “Stage 3” standards by 2000.  To meet the new standards,
airlines had to either (1) acquire new planes built to meet Stage 3 standards (such
as Airbus 320s and Boeing 757s), or (2) modify Stage 2 aircraft (such as Boeing
727s and DC-9s) to comply with the new standards.  As shown in Figure 4.6,
there were 55 percent more Stage 2 aircraft operations in 1996 than MAC had
projected for that year.  In addition, there were 15 percent fewer Stage 3 aircraft
operations in 1996 than MAC had projected for that year.  Or, stated in a different
way, MAC projected that 63 percent of commercial aircraft over 75,000 pounds
using Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport would meet Stage 3 standards in 1996—but,
in fact, only 49 percent did.  MAC staff told us that, at the time they developed the
Part 150 report in 1992, they assumed that airlines would purchase new Stage 3
aircraft to comply with the new federal requirements.  But Northwest Airlines
delayed retirement of some of its older aircraft and even purchased additional
Stage 2 aircraft for its fleet.  These planes were eventually modified to comply
with Stage 3 requirements, but this happened gradually in the years leading up to
2000.  In addition, many of the modified planes were barely compliant with Stage
3 requirements, while new planes typically exceeded the Stage 3 requirements by
a larger amount.

Third,

• Aircraft used Runway 4-22 (sometimes called the “crosswind
runway”) far less in 1996 than MAC had anticipated, so other
runways received more of the airport’s traffic.
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Figure 4.5: Number of Operations at Minneapolis-
St. Paul Airport (1992 - 2001 Actual and 1996 MAC
Projection)

The airport had
13 percent more
operations in
1996 than MAC
had projected.



During the 1990s, Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport had three runways,
as shown in Figure 4.7.  Two parallel runways (“12L-30R” and “12R-30L”) face
the northwest (toward south Minneapolis) and southeast (toward Eagan).  A third
runway (called “4-22”) crosses the parallel runways and faces the southwest
(toward Richfield and Bloomington) and northeast (toward Minnehaha Falls in
Minneapolis and the Highland Park neighborhood in St. Paul).

In the early 1990s, MAC planned to extend Runway 4-22 so that larger planes
could use it more often.  At that time, MAC projected for 1996 that 23 percent of
daytime departures and 6 percent of daytime arrivals would occur on this runway
(see Table 4.3), mainly over Richfield and Bloomington.  In fact, however, less
than 3 percent of daytime departures and less than 1 percent of daytime arrivals
occurred on Runway 4-22 in 1996.  Two important factors contributed to this
change.  First, the extension of Runway 4-22 was delayed several years due to
legal challenges by the city of Richfield.  Second, as the overall level of
operations at the airport grew faster than expected, it became necessary to
accommodate more flights by using the airport’s parallel runways (which allowed
for simultaneous take-offs), rather than using a runway that crossed the other two.

Because Runway 4-22 was used less than expected, the parallel runways were
used more than expected.  The most important impacts were that Bloomington
experienced less air traffic than had been projected, and the communities at both
ends of the parallel runways experienced more.  For instance, 47 percent of the
airport’s daytime departures took off over the northwest ends of the parallel
runways (toward south Minneapolis) in 1996, compared with MAC’s projection
of 25 percent.
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St. Paul Airport, 1996

NOTE: The number of operations does not include general aviation aircraft, air carrier turboprop or
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The 1996 projections are important even today because they affect eligibility for
MAC’s sound insulation program.  Specifically, MAC’s program to insulate
homes in the 65+ DNL area has been—and continues to be—based on the
projected 1996 noise contour maps.  We recognize that that there are limitations in
the ability of any agency to accurately project future noise levels, and there were
many uncertainties in 1992 when MAC developed its projections.  Still, because
the actual 1996 noise contours were larger than the projected noise contours, we
think it is noteworthy that:

• Some homes that would have been eligible for insulation if MAC had
projected 1996 noise levels more accurately are not eligible for the
existing program.

Federal regulations require airports to submit revised noise exposure maps if
changes in airport operations would create any “substantial, new noncompatible
use” in areas beyond what was previously forecast.42 Federal regulations define
areas with DNL levels of 65 and greater as incompatible land uses for residential
purposes, although communities may determine whether homes may be allowed
in the 65-75 DNL area.  Airports are supposed to submit revised noise maps if
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Figure 4.7:  Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport
Runways

NOTE:  The planes pictured next to the runway numbers indicate the direction faced by planes using
the respective runways.  For instance, Runway “12L”  is used by planes that face 120 degrees (to the
southeast), whether they are departing or landing.  The parallel runways are labeled “L” or “R”—that is,
the left or right runway for a plane facing a given direction.

SOURCE:  Metropolitan Airports Commission.
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42 14 CFR ch. 1, §150.21 (d) (2001).



there is an increase of at least 1.5 DNL that (1) increases the incompatibility of a
presently incompatible area, or (2) causes a previously compatible land use to
become incompatible.43 Based on a review of data from the 24 noise monitors
that MAC operated in the mid-1990s, we found that there were at least two
monitoring sites where (1) the actual 1996 noise level was at least 1.5 DNL higher
than the projected 1996 noise levels, and (2) the actual 1996 noise level was
higher than 65 DNL, while the projected 1996 noise level was less than 65 DNL.44
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Federal
regulations
require updates
of noise maps if
noise levels
increase
significantly.

Table 4.3: Projected and Actual Percentage of Flights
Using Various Runways at Minneapolis–St. Paul
Airport, 1996

Departures
1996 Daytime Departures 1996 Nighttime Departures

Runway Main Area affected Projected Actual Projected Actual

12L Mendota Heights 28.5% 26.5% 23.4% 21.1%
12R and Eagan 24.2 24.3 34.8 40.8

30L South 10.1 22.9 10.4 20.7
30R Minneapolis 14.5 23.7 11.3 11.3

4 Minneapolis- 1.6 0.2 1.2 0.9
St. Paul border

22 Bloomington 21.1 2.5 18.9 5.1
and Richfield

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 170,966 222,322 28,032 20,440

Arrivals
1996 Daytime Arrivals 1996 Nighttime Arrivals

Runway Main Area Affected Projected Actual Projected Actual

12L South 22.4% 24.8% 15.8% 15.6%
12R Minneapolis 24.2 23.5 19.1 18.5

30L Mendota Heights 24.6 25.0 39.9 40.2
30R and Eagan 22.8 25.9 18.3 23.8

4 Bloomington 0.8 0.5 2.6 1.7
and Richfield

22 Minneapolis- 5.2 0.2 4.3 0.3
St. Paul border

Total 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
N 178,047 217,102 20,951 25,623

SOURCE:  Metropolitan Airports Commission.

43 14 CFR ch. 1, §150.21 (d) (2001).

44 A monitor near the intersection of Oakland and 49th streets in Minneapolis had a projected 1996
noise level below 65 DNL, but the actual DNL level during 1996 was 66.6 (average of 12 monthly
DNL levels).  A monitor near the intersection of Wentworth & 64th streets in Richfield had a
projected 1996 noise level below 65 DNL, but the actual DNL level during 1996 was 66.9.  There
may have been other sites with increases of more than 1.5 DNL over projected levels, but MAC was
unable to provide us with projected 1996 DNL readings for individual monitoring stations.  We used
MAC’s projected 1996 noise contour map to determine sites that were projected to be above or
below the 65 DNL threshold.



From 1992 until late 2001, MAC submitted no revisions of its 1996 noise
exposure map to the federal government.  We talked with Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) officials about whether MAC was obligated by federal
regulations to submit a revision, in light of the higher-than-expected noise levels
that occurred in the mid-1990s.  Local FAA officials told us that, in their opinion,
MAC was justified in waiting to submit updated noise maps until key issues were
resolved regarding Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport—such as decisions
regarding whether to build a new airport, and whether to construct a new runway
at the existing airport.  The Legislature decided in 1996 not to build a new airport,
and the environmental impact statement for the dual track planning process
(including an assessment of the impact of a new runway) was completed in late
1998.45 In early 1999, MAC started to develop a new Part 150 noise mitigation
proposal, and this process culminated in a submission to the federal government
in November 2001.

MAC did not submit revisions to its Part 150 report during the mid-1990s, but it
did make some changes to eligibility for noise mitigation in Bloomington.
Because there was uncertainty about when (and whether) the Runway 4-22
extension would occur, MAC voted in 1993 to defer noise mitigation projects for
more than 1,000 homes in Bloomington.46 MAC’s Part 150 report projected that
these homes would have 1996 noise levels exceeding 65 DNL due to increased
use of the extended Runway 4-22.  The runway was eventually extended, but
traffic on Runway 4-22 did not increase significantly and the deferred noise
mitigation projects were not completed.  In contrast, other parts of the
metropolitan area received significantly more air traffic as a result of the
higher-than-expected use of the parallel runways.  MAC proposed no changes in
sound insulation eligibility at either end of the parallel runways, although these
areas had more homes than previously expected with noise levels above 65 DNL
in the mid-1990s.

But even if MAC had initiated a revision of its Part 150 noise contours prior to
1999,

• A revised noise forecast in the mid- to late-1990s might have resulted
in reduced rather than expanded program eligibility for MAC’s sound
insulation program, due to changes in aircraft noise that were
mandated by federal law.

The Part 150 noise mitigation program is based on estimates of noise levels at a
future time.  Federal officials told us that if MAC had decided to revise its noise
contour maps in 1995-98, they would likely have expected MAC to estimate noise
levels for five years from the date of the revision.  However, a new five-year
forecast developed during this time period could have resulted in a smaller 65+
DNL contour than the one MAC developed in 1992 because of the
federally-required phase-out of “Stage 2” planes by 2000.  Thus, a Part 150
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Federal officials
think that MAC
was justified in
delaying noise
map revisions
until key issues
about the
airport’s future
were resolved.

45 MAC submitted the environmental impact statement to the federal government in May 1998.  It
was approved by the Federal Aviation Administration in September 1998 and certified as adequate
by the Minnesota Environmental Quality Board in December 1998.

46 In 1993, some MAC commissioners noted that (1) many Bloomington residents opposed the
runway extension, and (2) the runway extension might not be built.  They suggested that other areas
in the 65+ DNL area should be higher priorities for funding.  Consequently, MAC deferred sound
insulation for about 1,000 homes and land acquisition for 75 homes.



revision could have caused some homes that were projected to be within the 1996
65+ DNL contour to lose eligibility for insulation.  Meanwhile, homes that had
actual 1996 noise exceeding 65 DNL
(but were ineligible for funding under
the 1996 projected contours) would
not necessarily have had projected
noise levels above 65 DNL under the
revised contours.  Overall, it is
unclear whether a revision of the Part
150 contour maps would have
remedied the concerns of
homeowners who thought that
forecasting inaccuracies caused them
to be omitted from the sound
insulation program. 47 On the other
hand, we think that the 15-member
Metropolitan Airports Commission
should have discussed in the
mid-1990s the accuracy of past noise
forecasts and the implications of
higher-than-expected noise levels;
however, MAC staff did not bring
these issues to the commission’s
attention.48

As we discuss later in this chapter, the
airport’s overall noise levels have
declined since 1996.  Although the
number of airport operations grew
after 1996 (see Figure 4.5), the types
of planes using the airport have changed significantly.  Stage 2 planes were
phased out by 2000.  In early 2001, Northwest Airlines announced plans to
purchase 52 new planes, and various airlines announced plans to phase out older
aircraft (such as DC-9s and DC-10s) in favor of newer, more cost-effective planes.
These pre-September 2001 changes were forecast to reduce the number of
operations by “hushkit”-modified planes by 10,000 annually at Minneapolis-St.
Paul Airport, and such planes were often among the noisier planes in the fleet.
Fleet changes continued to occur after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks,
leading MAC to withdraw in May 2002 its November 2001 Part 150 submission
to the FAA.  MAC staff plan to update estimates of future noise levels and submit
a revised Part 150 report to FAA later in 2003.  Staff anticipate that the projected
2007 noise contours will be considerably smaller than those that MAC previously
projected for 1996.
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In the 65 DNL area, MAC has reduced home
noise by installing windows, doors, air
conditioning, and insulation.

It is unclear
whether revised
forecasts would
have remedied
the concerns of
homeowners who
thought they
were wrongly
omitted from the
sound insulation
program.

47 Parties that feel aggrieved by the actions of MAC or the FAA may seek redress through
administrative appeals or legal actions.  We offer no opinion about the legality of previous actions
by MAC or the FAA.

48 MAC staff told us that initiating a Part 150 revision in the late stages of the dual track airport
planning process might have been viewed by some people as an attempt to influence the outcome of
that process.  In addition, MAC staff said that they did not see solid data before 1996 supporting a
need for changes in the earlier noise projections.



COMPARISON OF MAC’S NOISE
PROGRAM WITH OTHER AIRPORTS

Airports have varying needs for noise mitigation, depending on their location.  For
instance, some newer airports (such as Denver International Airport) were
constructed at locations away from existing development—thus, reducing the
need for noise mitigation.  In contrast, the Minneapolis-St. Paul International
Airport is located in a developed urban area, with extensive residential
development in some of the airport’s main flight paths.

Since 1992, the Metropolitan Airports Commission has administered a sound
insulation program within the 65+ DNL contour.  Through July 2002, MAC had
completed work or received bids on more than 6,400 single-family homes and 200
duplexes.49 As shown in Table 4.4, most of the insulated homes have been in
Minneapolis.  In 2002, MAC estimated that there were about 1,100 homes in the
65+ DNL area still scheduled to undergo insulation, at an estimated cost of $42
million.  MAC estimates that it will complete residential sound insulation in the
65+ DNL area during 2004, and it will then begin insulating homes in the 60-64
DNL area.

To determine how MAC’s noise mitigation program compares with those at other
U.S. airports, we contacted noise officials at 20 large airports (mostly “large hub”
airports).50 One airport with an extensive noise mitigation program (Atlanta) did
not respond to repeated requests for information, but we are not aware of other
large noise mitigation programs that were not represented in our airport survey.51
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Table 4.4:  Location of Homes That Have Been
Sound-Insulated by MAC (Through July 2002)

City Housing Units Percent

Minneapolis 5,808 84.9%
Richfield 623 9.1
Eagan 188 2.7
Bloomington 128 1.9
Mendota Heights 93 1.4

Total 6,840 100.0%

SOURCE:  Office of the Legislative Auditor analysis of MAC data.

Most of the
homes insulated
by MAC are in
Minneapolis.

49 MAC’s noise mitigation database had records of 6,431 single-family homes and 203 duplexes
insulated between the beginning of 1993 and July 2002.  MAC’s database does not contain
information on some additional homes that were insulated in 1992.  MAC estimates that the total
number of single-family homes insulated from 1992 through the end of 2002 was about 6,900.

50 Large hub airports are those with at least a 1 percent share of total passenger enplanements in the
country.  We contacted the large hub airports with the most operations, plus two smaller airports
(Cleveland and Chicago-Midway) that we knew had undertaken significant noise mitigation
programs.

51 A 2001 MAC memorandum indicated that Atlanta had spent $175 million on residential sound
insulation.  (Roy Fuhrmann, Manager, Aviation Noise and Satellite Programs, memorandum to
Nigel Finney, Deputy Executive Director, Planning and Development, Comparison of MSP’s Sound
Insulation Program, June 1, 2001).



Eleven of the 20 airports we contacted do not participate in the federal Part 150
noise mitigation program, although several of these airports operate noise
mitigation programs with their own funds.

We found that:

• The Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport has one of the most
extensive noise mitigation programs among U.S.
airports—particularly for single-family home insulation.

As shown in Table 4.5, the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport’s cumulative
expenditures for single-family home insulation (about $190 million) rank near the
top among U.S. airports.  Only two airports (San Francisco and Seattle) reported
that they have insulated more homes than the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport.  In
addition, the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport’s home insulation program offers as
many noise mitigation treatments as any airport we contacted.  While airports
with home insulation programs typically replace windows and doors, the
Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport’s program also includes components that some
airports do not offer—such as installation of air conditioning, attic and wall
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Table 4.5: Sound Insulation of Single-Family Homes,
Selected Airports

Total Single-Family
Number of Single-Family Home Insulation Costs

Airport Homes Insulated To Date to Date (in Millions)

Seattle 8,700 $204.0
Minneapolis-St. Paula 6,431 190.2
San Francisco >10,000 170.0
Chicago - O’Hare 3,934 129.8
Cleveland 1,900 59.9
Los Angelesb 2,179 45.8
Chicago - Midway 1,170 38.0
Detroit 640 22.1
Phoenix 720 21.6
Boston 1,750 21.0
St. Louis >100 4.6
Dallas/Ft. Worth 0 0.0
Denver 0 0.0
Houston 0 0.0
Las Vegas 0 0.0
Miami 0 0.0
Newark 0 0.0
New York - JFK 0 0.0
New York - LaGuardia 0 0.0
Orlando 0 0.0
Philadelphia 0 0.0

aDoes not include $946,894 for multi-family home insulation.  Includes homes for which bids were
received from 1993 through July 2002.

bData for Los Angeles represent the sum of four different program estimates and airport staff
cautioned that they should be viewed as rough estimates.

SOURCE:  Office of the Legislative Auditor phone survey, August-November 2002; Minneapolis-
St. Paul Airport information from Metropolitan Airports Commission.

The extent of
noise insulation
by major
airports varies
considerably.



insulation, and ventilation improvements.52 Finally, as discussed earlier in this
chapter, MAC has proposed a noise mitigation program for the 60-64 DNL area
that would be more extensive than any such program implemented by a major
airport in the U.S.

In contrast to the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport, some airports have focused more
of their noise mitigation efforts on activities other than sound insulation of
single-family homes.  For instance, the city of Chicago has spent $259 million on
school insulation in the areas around O’Hare and Midway airports.  Similarly, the
sound insulation program of the three major airports operated by the New
York-New Jersey Port Authority focuses exclusively on insulation of schools, not
residences.53 In addition, some airports have spent considerable amounts on land
acquisition.  For example, officials at the St. Louis airport told us they have spent
$200 million to acquire 2,000 homes.  Other airports with large land acquisition
costs include Cleveland ($175 million), Dallas-Fort Worth ($86 million), and
Los Angeles ($85 million).  In contrast, MAC has spent $48 million to acquire
about 430 housing units and several other properties.

AIRPORT NOISE TRENDS

The adverse effects of airport noise depend on (1) the levels of ambient noise, and
(2) steps that have been taken to minimize the effect of airport noise (for instance,
programs that insulate or acquire homes).  Ambient noise levels depend
considerably on the types and number of aircraft using an airport, which are
largely beyond MAC’s direct control.  Still, we think it is instructive to consider
whether the underlying noise problem at Minneapolis-St. Paul International
Airport has grown better or worse in recent years.

We assessed airport noise levels using two main sources of information.  First, we
compared models of existing airport noise at the Minneapolis-St. Paul
International Airport for 1996 and 2000.  Using a federally-sanctioned computer
program called the Integrated Noise Model plus data on actual airport operations,
MAC and its consultants have estimated existing ground-level noise levels for a
variety of sites surrounding the airport.  MAC is required to use this model to
estimate current and future noise when it submits Part 150 reports to the federal
government.  Second, MAC has operated monitors since 1993 to measure actual
noise levels, and we examined the data collected by these monitors.54 Presently,
this system has 39 remote monitoring sensors at ground locations in the vicinity of
airport flight paths.  We found that:

• In general, noise levels at sites near the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport
have declined since the mid-1990s.
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Minneapolis-
St. Paul
Airport’s noise
program has
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on building
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some other
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relied more
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52 The other airports with noise programs that included all of these components were Los Angeles,
Chicago-O’Hare, and Chicago-Midway.

53 The Port Authority has spent $40 million on school insulation near LaGuardia, Kennedy, and
Newark airports.

54 This system is called the Airport Noise and Operations Monitoring System, or ANOMS.



Figure 4.8 shows models of actual noise levels around the airport in 1996 and
2000, based on the Integrated Noise Model.  1996 is the year which was the basis
for MAC’s most recent federally-approved Part 150 map of projected noise levels,
and it was the year the Legislature decided to keep the airport at its present
location.  The 2000 noise exposure map is the most recent map of modeled noise
exposure that MAC has developed.  (This map was developed for the Part 150
report that MAC submitted to the federal government in 2001 but subsequently
withdrew.)  In Figure 4.8, most parts of the 65 DNL contour of actual noise levels
for 2000 are inside the boundaries of the 65 DNL contour of actual noise levels
for 1996—suggesting that there has been a reduction in noise.55 The main place
where the DNL 65 contour grew beyond its 1996 boundaries was at its
westernmost portion, in south Minneapolis and Richfield.

In addition, we examined trends in noise measured by MAC’s remote monitoring
sensors.  For each of the 24 noise monitors that have operated continuously since
1995, Table 4.6 shows the average monthly DNL noise level during the first three
months of the year for 1995, 1996, 2001, and 2002.56 Although the number of
arrivals and departures have increased at the airport since 1995, MAC’s noise
monitors have generally measured declines in noise over this period.  For
instance, the table shows that all 24 monitors measured lower average DNL levels
in 2001 and 2002 than they did in comparable months during 1995 and 1996.

DNL is computed by averaging noise levels throughout the day, and some people
have expressed concern that this measure does not adequately convey the
disturbance caused by single, peak-level noise events.  We examined annual
trends since 1996 in the number of high-decibel noise events at two noise
monitoring stations that are in the flight path of many arriving and departing
planes:  one in south Minneapolis (at 27th Avenue and 57th Street), and one in
Mendota Heights (located at the end of Kenndon Avenue).  Examples of the
trends include the following:

• Departure events exceeding 100 decibels:  At the south Minneapolis
monitoring site, the number of departure-related noise events exceeding
100 decibels declined from 4,494 in 1996 to 1,379 in 2000, 995 in 2001,
and 378 during the first eight months of 2002.  At the Mendota Heights
monitoring site, the number of such events declined from 538 in 1996 to
6 in 2000 and 6 in 2001.
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Federal models
used to estimate
airport noise
suggest that the
size of the areas
subject to
significant noise
decreased from
1996 to 2000.

55 The federal Integrated Noise Model was updated between 1996 and 2000—in particular, to
account for humidity.  For MAC’s projected 2005 contour, this change resulted in a 65 DNL contour
that was 13 percent larger than it would have been if the previous version of the model had been
used.  If the 1996 contour shown in Figure 4.8 had been estimated using the updated version of the
noise model, there would have been more pronounced reductions in the DNL 65 noise contour from
1996 to 2000 than are shown in this map.

56 We selected January through March because (1) the data for these months were relatively
complete (there are some other months for which MAC is missing monitoring data in some of the
years we reviewed), (2) the monitoring stations did not appear to have unusually high or low noise
readings during these months, compared with other nearby months, and (3) we avoided September
through December to avoid comparisons involving the months immediately following the
September 11, 2001 attacks.



• Departure events exceeding 90 decibels:  At the south Minneapolis
monitoring site, the number of departure-related noise events exceeding 90
decibels declined from 18,156 in 1996 to 12,757 in 2000 and 11,203 in
2001.  At the Mendota Heights site, the accuracy of the data from the latter
months of 1996 appear to be questionable, so we used 1995 as a
comparison year.  The number of such events went from 6,632 in 1995
(based on only 10 months of data) to 6,661 in 2000 and 5,711 in 2001.
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Figure 4.8:  Comparison of Actual 1996 and Actual 2000 Noise Contours
(65 DNL)

NOTE:  “Actual” noise contours were developed using the federally-sanctioned Integrated Noise Model.

SOURCE:  FAA, Revised Air Traffic Control Procedures Off of Runway 30L-30R (Minneapolis, June 25, 1999); HNTB, 14 CFR Part 150
Update (Minneapolis:  MAC, November 2001).
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In addition, we examined trends in arrivals and departures during nighttime
hours.57 People living near airports have expressed particular concerns about
sleep disruptions due to nighttime flights.  Figure 4.9 shows the number of
operations at Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport between 11:00 p.m. and 6:00 a.m.
since 1995, plus the number of 10:30 to 11:00 p.m. flights since July 1999 (when
MAC began to separately track the number of flights in this time period). 58 The
number of 11:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m. operations appear to have increased during the
late 1990s and then declined to a fairly stable 1,000 to 1,400 night flights per
month—until September 2001, when they declined significantly.  Northwest
Airlines eliminated its last daily “bank” of evening flights at the airport following
the terrorist attacks that month.59 The number of nighttime operations increased
during 2002 but remained somewhat below pre-September 2001 levels.
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Table 4.6:  Measured Noise Levels at MAC Monitoring
Stations, Selected Time Periods

Remote Monitoring Average January-March DNL Levels for:
Station Number Location 1995 1996 2001 2002

1 Minneapolis 61.0 61.1 57.8 57.3
2 Minneapolis 61.4 60.7 59.3 58.6
3 Minneapolis 65.8 65.5 63.9 63.6
4 Minneapolis 66.1 66.1 63.0 63.1
5 Minneapolis 73.4 75.4 71.2 72.4
6 Minneapolis 77.5 77.4 72.4 71.8
7 Richfield 66.9 68.6 65.9 65.8
8 Minneapolis 63.8 64.2 62.4 62.1
9 St. Paul 56.1 54.0 46.6 46.4

10 St. Paul 59.7 60.9 49.4 52.3
11 St. Paul 54.3 54.4 44.5 48.6
12 St. Paul 57.2 60.5 43.2 43.5
13 Mendota Heights 61.4 61.1 56.2 55.2
14 Eagan 65.0 67.4 64.7 63.9
15 Mendota Heights 64.8 65.1 59.3 58.3
16 Eagan 71.2 70.8 68.8 67.8
17 Bloomington 62.5 60.7 52.7 53.1
18 Richfield 69.4 67.3 56.7 55.8
19 Bloomington 66.9 64.7 52.2 48.4
20 Richfield 62.7 59.0 52.7 52.9
21 Inver Grove Heights 58.8 58.8 52.5 51.8
22 Inver Grove Heights 62.5 61.2 57.1 58.1
23 Mendota Heights 71.7 71.7 66.2 64.3
24 Eagan 66.1 66.2 62.1 62.4

SOURCE:  Office of the Legislative Auditor analysis of data from MAC’s monthly technical advisor’s
reports.

MAC’s noise
monitors
recorded lower
noise levels in
2001-02 than in
earlier years.

57 In recent years, MAC has produced monthly information on the number of nighttime
flights—defined as 10:30 p.m. to 6:00 a.m since 1998, and 11:00 p.m. to 6:00 am before then.

58 For January 1998 to June 1999, MAC produced only aggregate data on the number of nighttime
flights from 10:30 p.m. to 6:00 a.m.  For this period, we estimated the number of 11:00 p.m. to 6:00
a.m. flights by assuming that 32 percent of nighttime flights occurred during the 10:30 p.m. to 11:00
p.m. period.  (We adopted the 32 percent assumption based on a review of the percentage of flights
occurring during this period from July 1999 to June 2000.)

59 Airlines typically cluster arriving and departing flights at their hub airports at various times
during the day, to facilitate passengers trying to make connecting flights.  These clusters are called
banks of flights.



Finally, Figure 4.10 shows that noise-related complaints regarding
Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport peaked in 1992, with nearly 29,000
complaints that year.  Since that time, noise complaints have declined—to 13,864
complaints in 2000 and 10,995 complaints in 2001.  While this trend might reflect
lower noise levels, it is also possible that residents near the airport have grown
more reluctant to register complaints.

CHANGES IN NOISE MAPS, 2000-01

Early in our study, legislators raised questions about changes that MAC made in
the airport’s maps during development of a “Part 150” noise mitigation plan in
2000 and 2001.  Specifically, they wondered why the noise contours submitted to
the federal government in the final November 2001 Part 150 report were different
from the contours that were presented in the November 2000 draft Part 150 report
and discussed in public hearings during 2001.  As we noted in Chapter 4, MAC
eventually withdrew the final report it had submitted to the federal government so
that it could revise the noise estimates, particularly to reflect recent changes in the
airport’s fleet mix.

Figure 4.11 shows a portion of the DNL 60 and 65 noise contour maps (projected
for 2005) that appeared in the draft and final Part 150 reports.  Although the
differences between the draft and final contours appear to be relatively small, the
final version of the 2005 60 DNL contour had 13 percent less non-airport land and
about 3,000 fewer dwellings than the draft version.  If MAC had decided to use
the 2005 contour maps to determine eligibility for sound insulation, thousands of
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residents whose homes appeared to be eligible in the draft version would have
found themselves ineligible in the final version.  We found that:

• There were justifiable reasons that MAC changed the draft noise
contours prior to publication of the final contours in 2001, but MAC
could have done more to inform the public about these changes.

The contours changed because of reasonable adjustments that MAC made to its
assumptions about (1) aircraft flight patterns, and (2) fleet mix.  During public
hearings in 2001, some participants questioned why MAC’s draft contours were
based on the assumption that planes followed a single “arrival track” as they
approached each of the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport’s runways.  MAC agreed
that planes’ runway approaches can vary, and it subsequently revised its noise
model to incorporate multiple arrival tracks (with estimates of the extent to which
they would actually be used).  The second reason that the contours changed was
that the Metropolitan Airports Commission directed MAC staff in August 2001 to
update the noise contours to reflect recent and expected changes in the mix of
planes using the airport.  For instance, MAC estimated that there would be 10,000
fewer arrivals and departures at the airport in 2005 that involved planes modified
with “hushkits,” based on fleet-related announcements made by several airlines
subsequent to MAC’s November 2000 issuance of the draft Part 150 report.

In our view, these adjustments reflected reasonable attempts by MAC to ensure
that the projected noise contours were as accurate as possible prior to final
publication.  Also, we think that MAC’s final version of the Part 150 report
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adequately discusses these changes.60 Nevertheless, we also think that MAC
should have done a better job of (1) alerting the public that the draft noise
contours might change, and (2) discussing the implications of the contour changes
prior to publication of the final report.61 The November 2000 draft report did not
directly state that the noise exposure maps might be subject to revision, although
the entire report was labeled as a draft.  In addition, MAC did not have a
functioning advisory group on noise issues during the months when it was
finalizing the Part 150 report.  Airline representatives withdrew from the
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Figure 4.11:  Comparison of Projected 2005 Noise
Contours (2000 Draft and 2001 Final; 60 and 65 DNL)

SOURCES: HNTB, 14 CFR Part 150 Update Draft Report (Minneapolis:  MAC, November 2000); and
HNTB, 14 CFR Part 150 Update (Minneapolis:  MAC, November 2001).
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60 HNTB Corporation, Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport:  14 CFR Part 150 Update,
Updated Noise Exposure Map and Noise Compatibility Program, v. 1 (Minneapolis:  Metropolitan
Airports Commission, November 2001), M-1 to M-4.

61 State agencies that propose rules under the state Administrative Procedure Act must satisfy
additional procedural requirements if a proposed rule is “substantially modified” and the public was
not provided “fair warning” of the changes (Minn. Stat. (2002), §14.05, subd. 2).  MAC is not
covered by this act.



Metropolitan Airports Sound Advisory Committee (MASAC) in October 2000
because of dissatisfaction with the composition of the committee, and a new
advisory committee was not formed until Summer 2002.  MAC staff told us that
MASAC would have discussed changes to the draft if it had been functioning in
Fall 2001, but it was not.  Staff also said that, in the absence of such a group, the
commission probably should have played a larger role in facilitating public
discussions regarding the changes.
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5 Governance Issues

SUMMARY

Despite MAC’s many achievements, the agency merits additional
state-level oversight.  MAC operates with considerable autonomy, and
the Governor and Legislature have engaged in a limited number of
discussions regarding MAC’s budget, policies, and performance in
recent years.  We do not recommend major structural changes, such
as making MAC a state agency or changing its status as a regional
airport authority.  However, we recommend legislative confirmation of
MAC appointees, more regular legislative hearings on MAC,
clarification of commissioner terms in law, longer timeframes for
public consideration of MAC’s budget, and improved public
information regarding MAC meetings.

The Metropolitan Airports Commission (MAC) is a 15-member body, with 13
members appointed by the Governor, 1 appointed by the Minneapolis mayor,

and 1 appointed by the St. Paul mayor.  The commission appoints an executive
director, whose staff operate and promote activities at MAC’s seven Twin Cities
airports.

Some legislators and others have questioned whether MAC receives sufficient
oversight.  Some believe that management of major public facilities (including the
state’s primary airport) should not be left solely to a commission of appointed
officials.  Legislators have introduced various bills in recent years to change the
governance or oversight of MAC.  This chapter addresses the following questions:

• How has the size and composition of the commission changed over
time?

• To what extent (and by what means) have the Governor and
Legislature held MAC accountable for its actions?  What are the
merits of possible changes to MAC’s appointment process and its
state-level oversight?

• How does MAC’s governance structure compare with those of other
agencies that operate large airports?  How do the laws governing
MAC compare with those for state agencies and other metropolitan
agencies?

• Are there sufficient opportunities for public input into MAC’s budget
process?  Does MAC provide sufficient and timely information about
upcoming and past meetings?



This chapter offers recommendations regarding some governance issues; for
others, it discusses policy options (without recommendation) that the Legislature
should consider.  Appendix A contains a more complete discussion of the pros and
cons of various governance options that the Legislature may wish to consider,
including some options for which the case for legislation does not seem
particularly compelling.

COMMISSION SIZE AND COMPOSITION

During the 1920s, the cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul developed competing
airports.  The 1927 Legislature authorized each of these cities to issue bonds for
airport-related land acquisition and maintenance, and the 1931 Legislature
authorized them to levy property taxes for airport operations.1

The 1943 Legislature created the Metropolitan Airports Commission (MAC) as a
public corporation to operate the airports in Minneapolis and St. Paul.2 According
to one account, “the specific intention of the legislation was to end the expensive
rivalry between Minneapolis and St. Paul in airport construction and to unite them
in a program of airport development that would benefit not only the Twin Cities
metropolitan area but also the entire state of Minnesota.”3 The law specified that
the commission would have nine members:  four from Minneapolis, four from St.
Paul, and a chair from a county not contiguous to either Hennepin or Ramsey
County.  The Governor appointed the chair of MAC, while the other eight
members were appointed by local officials (see Figure 5.1).

In 1974, the Legislature temporarily increased the size of the MAC commission
from 9 to 15—by increasing the number of gubernatorial appointees from 1 to 7.4

In addition to appointing the chair, as previously required by law, the Governor
was authorized to appoint commissioners to represent various regions of the
seven-county Twin Cities area.5 However, the 1974 Legislature also required the
transition to an 11-member commission in 1981—with a chair appointed by the
Governor, eight other gubernatorial appointees (each representing two districts of
the Twin Cities Metropolitan Council), and one appointee each by the
Minneapolis mayor and St. Paul mayor.  In 1989, the Legislature increased the
size of the commission again from 11 to 15 by adding four gubernatorial
appointees from outside the Twin Cities metropolitan area.6 Overall,
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Initially, eight
of MAC’s nine
members
represented
the cities of
Minneapolis and
St. Paul.

1 Laws of Minnesota (1927), ch. 62, sec. 4; Laws of Minnesota (1931), ch. 273, sec. 1.

2 Laws of Minnesota (1943), ch. 500.

3 Donald Harper, “The Minneapolis-St. Paul Metropolitan Airports Commission,” Minnesota Law
Review, 55 (1971):  367.

4 Laws of Minnesota (1974), ch. 455, sec. 10.

5 The law authorized the Governor to appoint three persons to represent Carver, Scott, and
Hennepin counties (not including Minneapolis), one person to represent Washington and Ramsey
counties (not including St. Paul), one to represent Anoka County, and one to represent Dakota
County.

6 Laws of Minnesota (1989), ch. 279, sec. 2.



• The main changes in the commission’s structure during the past 30
years were (1) an increase in the number of commissioners, (2) an
increase in the proportion of members from places other than
Minneapolis and St. Paul, and (3) an increase in the proportion of
members appointed by the Governor.

Table 5.1 shows the persons who have served as chairs of the Metropolitan
Airports Commission since its start in 1943.  For many years, state law required
that MAC chairs reside in counties outside the Twin Cities metropolitan
area—consequently, all of the chairs prior to 1984 were from outstate Minnesota.
Since the law was changed, all MAC chairs have been residents of the Twin Cities
area.  The chair may receive a salary up to 25 percent of the Governor’s salary;
other MAC members receive compensation of $50 per diem.7

OVERSIGHT AND ACCOUNTABILITY

The Metropolitan Airports Commission operates with considerable autonomy, but
it has extensive powers.  For instance, state law authorizes MAC to issue bonds,
exercise eminent domain rights, enter into contracts, acquire air rights and
property, receive federal aid, adopt ordinances, spend the revenue it collects,
conduct investigations, and sue.  The law authorizes MAC to exercise its powers
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7 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.605, subd. 2.  Members may also be reimbursed for “actual and
necessary” expenditures.



“at any place within 35 miles of the city hall of either Minneapolis or St. Paul, and
in the [seven-county Twin Cities] metropolitan area.” 8 It also authorizes MAC to
own, lease, construct, equip, operate or finance an aircraft maintenance facility in
Duluth.9 In general, the law provides MAC with broad authority over day-to-day
decisions affecting its seven airports:

[MAC] may generally carry on the business of acquiring,
establishing, developing, extending, maintaining, operating, and
managing airports, with all powers incident thereto except it is
expressly prohibited from exercising these powers for the
purpose of future construction of a major new airport.10

In addition, MAC has statutory authority to levy taxes upon taxable property
within the Twin Cities metropolitan area—although it has not used this authority
recently.  MAC can levy a tax “not. . . subject to any limitation of rate or amount”
to pay the debt service on its general obligation revenue bonds.11 MAC levied
taxes for debt service from 1949 to 1969, but it has not done so since then.  MAC
may also levy a tax for airport operations and maintenance, not to exceed 0.00806
percent of market value on taxable property.12 Based on 2001 taxable market
value, MAC could collect a maximum of about $12.5 million with this tax.
However, MAC has not levied such a tax since 1961.  State law also authorizes
MAC to levy a tax to pay for the airport’s police services, fire services, and
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Table 5.1:  Metropolitan Airports Commission Chairs,
1943-2003

Dates Served Chair Home

7/43 – 9/47 Lewis Castle Duluth
9/47 – 7/49 Albert Lobb Rochester
7/49 – 7/50 Walter Rogosheske Sauk Rapids
7/50 – 1/53 Roger Dell Fergus Falls
1/53 – 8/72 Lawrence Hall St. Cloud
8/72 – 12/83 Frank Befera Duluth
1/84 – 12/86 Raymond Glumack Bloomington
1/87 – 2/89 Harold Greenwood Minneapolis
2/89 – 1/91 Thomas Holloran Minneapolis
1/91 – 9/93 Hugh Schilling St. Paul
9/93 – 1/95 Richard Braun Columbia Heights
1/95 – 3/95 Wayne Popham Hamel
4/95 – 4/99 Pierson Grieve Sunfish Lake
5/99 – 1/03 Charles Nichols Brooklyn Center
1/03 – present Vicki Grunseth Afton

SOURCE:  Metropolitan Airports Commission.

MAC has not
used its taxing
authority in
recent years.

8 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.608, subd. 1.

9 Ibid.

10 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.608, subd. 16.

11 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.667, subd. 3.

12 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.671.



maintenance of streets and parking facilities.13 MAC levied this tax until the early
1980s, but it has since paid for these services with rates and charges assessed to
airport users.

The security for MAC’s bonding authority has changed in some important ways
over the years.  When MAC was created, its bonds were backed by tax revenues
from the cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul.  In 1975, however, the law was
amended so that any tax levies required to pay debt service on MAC bonds “shall
not be restricted to the cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul but shall be levied
against all the taxable property in the metropolitan area.”14 In 1991, the
Legislature authorized MAC to issue bonds payable solely from airport
revenues,15 and revenue bonds now comprise the large majority of MAC’s bond
issuances.

Overall, MAC’s statutory authority is extensive.  As one observer commented,

The state legislature went much farther than was necessary if all
it wished to do was to end the strife between Minneapolis and
St. Paul in connection with airport construction.  Instead it
created a very powerful independent special purpose agency with
complete power not only over airports but also over aeronautics
in general and gave it jurisdiction over an area much larger than
the two cities themselves.16

MAC’s far-reaching powers and potential for impact on a major industry are
important reasons to ensure that the agency is sufficiently accountable for its
actions.  All of MAC’s revenues are considered “public funds,” according to state
law, and this also suggests a need for public accountability.17 To help us assess
the adequacy of MAC’s state-level oversight, we examined state laws, interviewed
officials in the state legislative and executive branches, interviewed present and
former MAC commissioners and administrators, and reviewed available
information on the governance of other airports and Twin Cities metropolitan
agencies.  The following sections discuss MAC’s present governance structure
and how it compares with those of other agencies.  At the end of this discussion,
we offer recommendations for changes.

Appointments
MAC’s executive director and staff of more than 500 are responsible for the
day-to-day decisions that affect airport operations at the seven MAC airports in
the Twin Cities area.  Ultimately, however, the staff are accountable to the
agency’s 15 commissioners.  MAC’s bylaws state that:
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13 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.627.

14 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.672.

15 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.6671.

16 Harper, “The Minneapolis-St. Paul Metropolitan Airports Commission:”  375-376.

17 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.606, subd. 3.



The Commissioners, acting for the corporation, have the
responsibility to determine and establish the corporation’s policy
in the fulfillment of its statutory responsibilities and to interpret
the same to the corporation’s Executive Director and to the
Commission staff.  The corporation’s Executive Director, acting
through the Commission staff and consultants, shall have the
responsibility for the operation of the corporation in accordance
with such policy, and to that end, shall be accountable to the
Commission.18

The members of the Metropolitan Airports Commission are appointed, not
elected.  For this reason, it is important to consider the statutory provisions
governing MAC’s appointment process.  State law provides for appointment of all
members of Twin Cities metropolitan agencies, including the Metropolitan
Council, Metropolitan Parks and Open Space Commission (MPOSC),
Metropolitan Sports Facilities Commission (MSFC), Metropolitan Mosquito
Control District (MMCD), and MAC.19 As shown in Table 5.2, state laws have
varying provisions regarding appointments to these agencies.  In general,
however, the law is more prescriptive regarding the appointments to the
Metropolitan Council than appointments to other metropolitan agencies, including
MAC.  For example, Metropolitan Council members are the only members of
metropolitan agencies whose appointments are subject to confirmation by the state
Senate.  Also, the Metropolitan Council—unlike MAC—is required to (1) have a
nominating or appointments committee to identify potential candidates for
appointment, and (2) issue notices in local newspapers regarding vacancies and
term expirations.

Our review of appointment laws also indicated that:

• The terms of 8 of the 15 MAC commissioners are not specified in state
law, unlike the terms of members of other metropolitan agencies.

State law says that the MAC chair and each of the four commissioners from
outstate Minnesota shall serve four-year terms.  In addition, the terms of the two
commissioners appointed by the mayors of Minneapolis and St. Paul coincide
with the terms of each mayor, according to the law.  But the law has no provisions
regarding the terms of the remaining eight MAC commissioners, each of whom
represent 2 of the 16 Metropolitan Council districts.20 In recent years, the
Governor’s MAC appointees have been appointed on a staggered basis, with the
understanding that all of the appointments will be for four-year terms.  However,
without clear statutory language regarding terms, a Governor would not be bound
to this schedule.  Furthermore, the law has no provision for how the eight MAC
commissioners who represent Metropolitan Council districts will be affected by
Metropolitan Council redistricting, which is scheduled to occur in 2003.  For
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State laws
governing the
terms of MAC
commissioners
are inconsistent.

18 Metropolitan Airports Commission, Bylaws and Rules of Procedure (as revised February 22,
2002), art. IV, no. 1.

19 Unlike the other agencies listed, the MMCD is not defined in law as a “metropolitan agency”
and does not have a formal relationship with the Metropolitan Council.

20 It is unclear why the 1994 Legislature eliminated statutory language related to the terms of the
commissioners, yet retained language that outlines circumstances in which commissioners may be
removed.
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Table 5.2:  Requirements in State Law Regarding
Appointments to Metropolitan Agencies

Metropolitan Metropolitan Metropolitan
Metropolitan Parks and Sports Mosquito

Airports Metropolitan Open Space Facilities Control
Commission Council Commission Commission District

Number of members? 15 17 9 7 17

The chair is selected Governor Governor Metropolitan Governor Vote of
by: Council members

Other members Governor (12) Governor Metropolitan Minneapolis County
are selected by: and Council City elected

mayors (2) Council officials

Are members No Yes No No No
confirmed by
Senate?

Must local legislators Yes (for Yes Yes No No
be consulted about Governor’s
appointments? appointees

only)

Are there requirements No Yesa No No Yesb

regarding member
characteristics (other
than residence
requirements)?

Must a nominations or No Yes Yes No No
appointments
committee identify
potential candidates?

Must local newspapers No Yes Yes No No
publish notices
regarding vacancies
and term expirations?

Does the law specify No— Yes Yes Yes Yes
the terms of all only
members? 7 of 15

members

Under what The chair All The chair Members No
circumstances serves “at the members serves “at may be provisions
may members pleasure serve the pleasure removed
be removed? of the “at the of the “for

governor.” pleasure [Metropolitan cause.”
Other of the Council].”

members governor.” Other
may be removed members
“for misfeasance, may be
malfeasance, or removed
nonfeasance.” “for cause.”

aThe law says that Metropolitan Council members must be “knowledgable about urban and
metropolitan affairs,” and they should reflect the “various demographic, political, and other interests in
the metropolitan area and the districts.”

bAppointees shall be members of their respective county boards of commissioners.

SOURCE: Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.

Members of
metropolitan
agencies are
appointed in
various ways.



instance, the law does not address whether the terms of the present MAC
commissioners from Metropolitan Council districts will end immediately
following redistricting.  In addition, if the Governor must make new appointments
following redistricting, there are no provisions in law for staggering the terms of
the commissioners.

Because the MAC commissioners are not elected, their oversight by elected
officials is a potentially important means of public accountability.  However,

• The Governor’s authority to appoint and review 13 of the 15 MAC
commissioners has been a limited mechanism for accountability.

First, the appointment of MAC commissioners by the Governor does not ensure
subsequent oversight of the commission’s performance.  Most MAC
commissioners we spoke with said they have had few, if any, communications
with the governors who appointed them.  Even MAC chairs sometimes have very
limited contact with the Governors who appoint them.  Governor Ventura and his
appointee as MAC chair met on only a few occasions from 1999 through 2002.21

Second, the Governor has limited authority in state law to remove MAC
commissioners.  The MAC chair may be removed “at the pleasure of the
Governor,”22 and Governor Carlson replaced a MAC chair in 1993 due to
differences of opinion on airport policy.  In contrast, state law says that
commissioners other than the chair may be removed only for misfeasance,
malfeasance, or nonfeasance in office, following an opportunity to defend
themselves in response to written charges.23 MAC officials could recall no such
removals.  The laws governing most state boards and commissions do not
authorize removal of members “at the pleasure of the Governor”—rather, the law
typically authorizes removal only for “cause” or poor attendance at meetings.
Such provisions—similar to MAC’s—insulate these commissions somewhat from
political influences and help to ensure some continuity of membership from one
gubernatorial administration to the next.  In contrast, however, all 17 members of
the Metropolitan Council serve at the pleasure of the Governor.  Such a provision
gives the Governor immediate authority to influence the composition and
direction of the council.

Third, the Metropolitan Airports Commission is relatively large, which may also
weaken the Governor’s ability to exercise oversight.  At 15 members, MAC is
larger than all but one of the commissions that oversee large hub airports in the
U.S.24 A large commission has more diffuse accountability than smaller
commissions—that is, there are more individuals who share responsibility for
commission decisions.  In addition, Governors may need to appoint more
individuals to change the make-up or underlying philosophy of a large
commission, compared with a smaller one.  A large commission may offer some
practical advantages over smaller commissions in its daily work—for example, by
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21 In contrast, Governor Carlson and his most recent MAC chair met several times a year from
1995 to 1999, particularly to discuss the dual track airport planning process.

22 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.604, subd. 1.

23 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.605, subd. 3.

24 St. Louis has a 17-member airport commission.  Among the 40 largest airports, the median size
for an airport authority is nine members.



allowing the commission’s workload to be split among more persons—but a large
commission is probably more difficult for a Governor to influence and hold
accountable.

Finally, the complicated nature of MAC’s appointment structure might also
weaken accountability; at a minimum, it is confusing.  For instance, the law
divides responsibility for appointing MAC members among three elected officials
(the Governor and two mayors).  Also, MAC’s commissioners represent
multiple—and sometimes overlapping—geographic areas:  the cities of
Minneapolis and St. Paul, Metropolitan Council districts covering all of the
seven-county metropolitan area (including Minneapolis and St. Paul), and outstate
Minnesota.25 As noted earlier, there are varying statutory provisions governing
the terms and removal of these commissioners.

Legislative Oversight
Besides the Governor, the Legislature could be an important state-level
mechanism for overseeing MAC and holding it accountable.  According to state
law:

[MAC] shall be held accountable to the legislature in its
activities, plans, policies, and programs.  It shall report each
session to appropriate committees of the legislature as to its
activities, plans, policies, and programs and shall make other
reports and recommendations which the legislature or its
committees deem appropriate.26

The Legislature has occasionally focused on specific issues related to MAC and
the future of Twin Cities airports.  There was extensive legislative debate from
1988 through 1996 regarding the “dual track planning process,” culminating in the
Legislature’s 1996 decision to keep the airport at the present site.  The 1996
Legislature provided specific direction to MAC and the Metropolitan Council in
several areas—for example, requiring implementation of the 2010 Long-Term
Comprehensive Plan for the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport, requiring the maximum
feasible diversion of planes to the reliever airports, prohibiting construction of a
third parallel runway, prohibiting construction of a replacement passenger
terminal on the west side of the airport, prohibiting “landbanking” for a major
new airport, and requiring expenditure of $185 million on noise-related insulation
and property acquisition.

Since the end of the dual track process, the Legislature has considered bills
regarding possible expansion of reliever airports and changes in MAC’s
governance structure.27 In addition, the Legislature held hearings following the
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25 A resident of Minneapolis or St. Paul is represented on MAC by a commissioner appointed by
the mayor of that city, as well as by a commissioner who represents that resident’s Metropolitan
Council district.  Thus, Minneapolis and St. Paul residents have more representation on MAC than
other residents of the Twin Cities region.

26 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.621, subd. 1a.

27 In addition, the Legislature created a Select Commission on Air Transportation and Economic
Security following the September 11, 2001 attacks, and this commission had several hearings
regarding challenges faced by Minnesota’s airline industry.



September 11 attacks to discuss ways the state could help Minnesota-based
airlines.  But, although MAC officials have frequent contact with legislators and
have testified in legislative committees on many occasions,

• During the past several years, legislative committees have not devoted
much attention to MAC’s budget or overall performance.

The House and Senate have committees that focus on transportation and local or
regional government issues.  Among other topics, these committees could discuss
issues related to airport finances, policies, competition, or capital projects.
Legislative committees have occasionally discussed MAC while considering bills
related to airports or airport governance, but there was only one instance in the
past four years in which a House or Senate standing committee broadly reviewed
MAC’s operations or budget.28 Also, although the law requires MAC to prepare
annual reports for the Legislature on its operations, legislative committees have
usually not discussed these reports in hearings.29

None of the Twin Cities metropolitan agencies has its budget approved by the
Legislature.30 In fact, no legislative fiscal analysts regularly review MAC’s
budget—in part, because MAC does not receive state funds.  However, the
Legislature could give metropolitan agencies more attention—as it did in 2001
when it created the Legislative Commission on Metropolitan Government to
improve oversight of the Metropolitan Council.  The law limits this commission’s
scope to the Metropolitan Council, and it does not mention other metropolitan
agencies, such as MAC.  This commission is required by law to review the
Metropolitan Council’s’s capital and operating budgets, work programs, tax
levies, requests for debt increases, and appointments.  The commission’s oversight
responsibilities could be extended in law to other agencies, such as MAC, but the
current commission chair told us that oversight of the Metropolitan Council alone
has been a challenging workload.

MAC is required by state law to annually provide the Legislature with reports on
salary comparisons, employee benefits, ethical practices requirements, and
communications between commission members and local officials.  For some of
these topics, MAC’s reports have provided little useful information that could
serve as a basis for legislative discussion.  For instance, MAC’s recent reports on
salaries have asserted that “[MAC] salaries are also comparable to similar
organizations in other parts of the country,” but they have provided no
documentation.31 In addition, MAC is supposed to report on “the activities
undertaken [by each commissioner] to meet regularly and communicate with local
officials and legislators in the member’s district about issues before the agency or
council,”32 but the reports produced annually by MAC have provided little
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28 In 2001, the House Local Government and Metropolitan Affairs Committee had two hearings at
which it conducted an overview of MAC and the airport system.

29 MAC has provided information to legislators and their staff in some less formal ways—for
example, through airport tours and personal briefings.

30 The Legislature does appropriate transit subsidies that are administered by the Metropolitan
Council.

31 MAC, Metropolitan Council, and Metropolitan Sports Facilities Commission, Metropolitan
Agencies Personnel, Ethical Practices and Communications Activities (St. Paul, January 2002), 36.
Identical sentences appear in the 2000 and 2001 reports.

32 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.1623, subd. 6.



information regarding the frequency or nature of these contacts.  Typically,
MAC’s report lists the topics in which commissioners are interested and the MAC
committees on which they serve.33

A final means by which the Legislature can hold MAC accountable is through
legislatively-authorized audits and evaluations.  The Office of the Legislative
Auditor conducts a financial audit of selected MAC issues approximately once
every four years.34 In addition, the Legislative Audit Commission has directed
staff in the Office of the Legislative Auditor to evaluate MAC on two occasions:
for a report on airport planning (1993) and for this report.  Such audits and
evaluations—although infrequent—are a way that the Legislature can hold MAC
accountable and examine airport-related issues.

Reviews by Other Agencies
Various federal, state, and metropolitan agencies play a role in oversight or
regulation of MAC’s activities.  Of particular note, the federal government
regulates a variety of aspects of airport operations, and it has administrative
procedures for responding to complaints about airport compliance.  For instance,
the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) monitors whether airports seeking
federal funds for noise mitigation have followed federal regulations for measuring
noise and addressing incompatible land uses.  In addition, the FAA reviews
airports’ competition plans, proposals for use of passenger facility charges, and
applications for federal grants.  Federal policies  prohibit the diversion of airport
revenues for non-airport purposes and set basic standards regarding airport
planning and construction, airport operations, and the establishment of airport
rates and charges.  A recently created federal agency—the Transportation Security
Administration—reviews airports’ compliance with federal requirements
regarding passenger and baggage screening.  The federal government does not
play a role in development or review of MAC’s annual budget.

The Twin Cities Metropolitan Council also oversees certain aspects of MAC’s
activities.35 State law requires the council to review MAC plans to ensure that
they are consistent with the council’s development guidelines.36 In addition, state
law requires the council to review capital projects at Minneapolis-St. Paul
International Airport that exceed $5 million and other MAC projects exceeding
$2 million.37 According to state law, the following categories of capital projects
require Metropolitan Council approval before they can proceed:  (a) the location
of a new airport, (b) a new runway at an existing airport, (c) a runway extension at
an existing airport, (d) runway strengthening, (e) construction of passenger
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33 MAC, Metropolitan Council, and Metropolitan Sports Facilities Commission, Metropolitan
Agencies Personnel, Ethical Practices and Communications Activities (St. Paul, January 2002),
37-39.  The previous two reports have similar summaries, and they are less specific than the
discussions provided by the Metropolitan Council and Metropolitan Sports Facilities Commission.

34 In addition to the periodic financial audits by the Office of the Legislative Auditor, MAC retains
a private accounting firm to audit its financial statements annually.

35 State law requires MAC to reimburse the Metropolitan Council for the costs it incurs in its
discharge of MAC-related responsibilities.  Over the past four years, the Council’s charges ranged
from $61,712 (2000) to $134,663 (1999).

36 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.181, subd. 5.

37 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.621, subd. 6.



handling or parking facilities which would permit 25 percent or greater increases
in passenger enplanements, and (f) land acquisition associated with any of the
above that requires residential or business relocation.38

The council has never rejected a capital project proposed by MAC, but in 2002
the council threatened to reserve approval of MAC’s capital program unless MAC
committed to spend $150 million on sound insulation projects in the 60-64 DNL
noise contour (see Chapter 4).  State law does not explicitly mention sound
insulation projects as a category of capital projects that the Metropolitan Council
may approve, although these projects often surpass the dollar threshold that
determines which projects the council will review.

In addition, several state agencies play a role in MAC activities.  The Minnesota
Pollution Control Agency regulates airport environmental quality—for example,
examining the water-related impacts of deicing chemicals and airport construction
projects.  The Minnesota Environmental Quality Board sets criteria for
environmental reviews and determines the adequacy of MAC’s environmental
impact statements.  The Minnesota Department of Transportation establishes
off-airport zoning criteria and administers federal and state airport grants.

Governance by Independent Authorities Versus
Governmental Agencies
Table 5.3 shows the types of governing bodies used by the 40 largest U.S.
airports.  Aviation departments of city or county governments manage 45 percent
of the largest airports, such as those in Atlanta, Chicago, and Los Angeles.
However, a larger proportion of these airports (50 percent) are governed by some
type of public authority other than cities or counties.39 Most of these authorities
focus solely on airports, but some are port authorities that manage non-airport
facilities, too.  We found that:

• Airport management literature has generally favored governance of
airports by independent authorities (such as MAC) rather than by
local government bodies, and U.S. airports have increasingly adopted
this approach.

A sampling of airport management literature includes the following comments:

Most airport textbooks state that airport authorities are the
preferred method of ownership because (1) the leadership is
more focused on airport issues, (2) the airport staff is less subject
to political interference, and (3) a metropolitan community can
be better represented by the authority’s governing body.40
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38 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.621, subd. 6, 7.  Such projects are deemed to have “a significant effect
on the orderly and economic development of the metropolitan area.”

39 Some of the locally-owned airports—such as those in San Francisco and New Orleans—also
have commissions of locally-appointed officials that set airport policies.

40 Sam Hoerter, Airport Management Primer, 2nd ed. (Alexandria, VA:  American Association of
Airport Executives, 2001), 12.
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Table 5.3:  Governance Arrangements at Large U.S.
Airports

2000
Enplanements

Airport (in millions) Governed by:

Atlanta 39.3 City
Chicago-O’Hare 33.8 City
Los Angeles 32.2 City
Dallas-Fort Worth 28.3 Airport authority
San Francisco 19.6 Citya

Denver 18.4 City/county
Phoenix 18.1 City
Las Vegas 17.4 County
Detroit 17.3 Airport authority
Newark 17.2 Port authority
Minneapolis-St. Paul 17.0 Airport authority
Miami 16.5 County
Houston 16.4 City
New York-John F. Kennedy 16.2 Port authority
St. Louis 15.3 Airport authority
Orlando 14.8 Airport authority
Seattle-Tacoma 13.9 Port authority
Boston 13.6 Port authority
New York-LaGuardia 12.7 Port authority
Philadelphia 12.3 City
Charlotte 11.5 City
Cincinnati 11.2 Airport authority
Honolulu 11.2 State
Pittsburgh 9.9 Airport authority
Baltimore-Washington 9.7 Stateb

D.C.-Dulles 9.6 Airport authority
Salt Lake City 9.5 City
Tampa 8.0 Airport authority
San Diego 7.9 Airport authority
Fort Lauderdale 7.8 County
D.C.-Reagan National 7.5 Airport authority
Chicago-Midway 7.1 City
Portland 6.8 Port authority
Cleveland 6.3 City
San Jose 6.2 City
Kansas City 5.9 City
Memphis 5.7 Airport authority
Oakland 5.2 Port authority
Raleigh-Durham 5.2 Airport authority
New Orleans 4.9 City*

aA mayor-appointed board oversees airport policy and operations.

bA state aviation commission sets policies to improve and promote this airport.

SOURCES:  Office of the Legislative Auditor—review of airport websites; phone calls. Enplanement
data from U.S. Federal Aviation Administration, http://www.faa.gov/arp/planning/vphubs.pdf; accessed
December 10, 2002.
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There is an expert consensus that independent airport authorities
are the preferred governance structure for commercial airports.
There has been a national and even worldwide trend toward
removing governance from the normal operations of
governmental decision-making by placing airports under the
jurisdiction of independent airport authorities.41

Since the independent special district provides airport
management with the greatest autonomy amongst the various
governmental forms, the interests of the airport can be served
more directly, and with less interference from outside political
influence.  The airport authority is self serving, unencumbered
by the sundry general welfare responsibilities of cities and
counties, and is established solely for the purpose of promoting
the airport and aviation service to the community.42

Airports in several major cities have switched to independent governing
authorities in recent years, and we are not aware of any major airports that have
recently changed from independent authority governance models to governance
by city or county agencies.  Some recent changes include:

• The Wayne County Airport Authority, a seven-member board, assumed
duties in 2002 for managing the Detroit airport.  Previously, the airport
was managed by the county.

104 METROPOLITAN AIRPORTS COMMISSION

Increasingly, airports are being governed by semi-autonomous airport authorities
(such as MAC) rather than by local governments.  The Detroit airport (shown here)
implemented such a structure in 2002.

Management
literature has
generally favored
the governance
of airports by
independent
authorities.

41 Clyde W. Barrow, David R. Borges, and Victor S. DeSantis, The New Bedford Regional Airport:
Governance Structures at Comparable Airports in the United States, v. 1 (Dartmouth, MA:  Center
for Policy Analysis, May 1996), xi.

42 Laurence E. Gesell, The Administration of Public Airports, 4th ed. (Chandler, AZ:  Coast Aire
Publications, 1999), 25.



• In 2002, management of the San Diego airport transferred from the local
port authority to the San Diego County Regional Airport Authority.  The
nine members of this new authority focus exclusively on airport issues.

• In 1999, the nine-member Allegheny County Airport Authority began
managing the Pittsburgh airport, which was previously operated by the
county.

The “independence” of an airport authority might enable it to make decisions
more quickly or with less review by governmental agencies, potentially improving
its responsiveness to airlines, airport businesses, travelers, or others.  Although
Northwest Airlines officials told us that MAC needs more public oversight, they
preferred to have MAC as an independent authority rather than an agency of local
or state government.

In 2002, the Legislature considered bills that would make MAC a state agency (or
part of the Minnesota Department of Transportation).  We found that:

• Airport governance by state agencies is relatively uncommon.  States
own just 2 of the 40 largest U.S. airports.

The Honolulu airport is operated by the Hawaii Department of Transportation.
The Baltimore-Washington airport is owned by the state of Maryland, but a
nine-member commission sets policies for the airport.  Three other states (Rhode
Island, Connecticut, and Alaska) own smaller international airports.43 We are
aware of only three states—Alaska, Hawaii, and Maryland—in which the state
legislature approves a major airport’s operating budget.

Because the 2002 Legislature showed some interest in making MAC a state
agency, we examined differences in the operating practices of MAC and state
agencies.  Even if previous legislatures have decided that there are good reasons
for an airport authority to operate under different procedures than a state agency, it
may be useful for current legislators to explicitly consider these differences.  Also,
any future proposals to make MAC a state agency would likely have to address
differences in MAC and state agency operating practices.

We found that:

• There are important differences in the operating practices of MAC
and state agencies, particularly in the areas of collective bargaining,
pension systems, rule-making procedures, purchasing requirements,
and budget review.

Table 5.4 shows that there are several areas in which MAC and state agencies
operate under the same laws.  For instance, MAC and state agencies operate under
state laws governing open meetings, ethics in government, and data practices.
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43 Since 1993, the seven-member Rhode Island Airport Corporation has operated the state-owned
airport system, including T.F. Green International Airport; previously, the airport was run by a state
agency.  Connecticut’s Department of Transportation operates the Bradley International Airport, and
a legislatively-established, seven-member board approves the airport’s operating and capital
budgets.  The Alaska Department of Transportation and Public Facilities operates the Anchorage
and Fairbanks International Airports.
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Table 5.4:  Comparison of Operating Practices Used by MAC and State
Agencies

Use the same practices:
MAC State Agencies

Ethics Under Minn. Stat. §10A, MAC’s commissioners
and executive director are subject to a gift ban,
financial disclosure, and conflict of interest
disclosure.

Under Minn. Stat. §10A, top state agency
administrators are subject to a gift ban, financial
disclosure, and conflict of interest disclosure.

Data practices Subject to the Minnesota Data Practices Act
(Minn. Stat. §13).

Subject to the Minnesota Data Practices Act
(Minn. Stat. §13).

Open meetings Subject to the state open meeting law
(Minn. Stat. §13D).

Agencies headed by a single commissioner do
not have “meetings,” so Minn. Stat. §13D does
not apply.  However, the law applies to agencies
headed by governing bodies.

Financial audits By Office of the Legislative Auditor. By Office of the Legislative Auditor.

Use different practices:
MAC State Agencies

Contracts and
purchases

MAC can purchase goods and services without
external approval.  The Uniform Municipal
Contracting Law (Minn. Stat. §471.345) governs
MAC’s construction work and purchases of
supplies, equipment, and materials.  In addition,
MAC has “the power to appoint engineers and
other consultants, attorneys, and such other
officers, agents, and employees as it may see fit,
who shall perform such duties and receive such
compensation as the corporation may determine,
and be removable at the pleasure of the
corporation” (Minn. Stat. §473.606, subd. 5).

The state Commissioner of Administration
acquires goods and services needed by state
agencies.  (Such duties may be delegated to
agencies, but the Commissioner of
Administration retains control of the process.)
Minn. Stat. §16C governs state agency
contracting and purchasing.  Contracts are not
valid unless approved by the Commissioner of
Administration and the attorney general.
Contracts for professional or technical services
are subject to additional restrictions in law.

Civil service Employees are not covered by civil service laws. Employees are covered by state civil service
laws (Minn. Stat. §43A)

Collective
bargaining

MAC’s bargaining units have only MAC
employees.  The Metropolitan Airports
Commission is the employer for purposes of
bargaining and contract administration.

Employees are assigned to statewide,
occupationally-based bargaining units.  The
Commissioner of Employee Relations is the
employer.

Retirement system Public Employee Retirement System. Minnesota State Retirement System.

Operating budget Annually, the Metropolitan Airports Commission
prepares and approves its own budget.  The
commission collects and spends revenues and
does not receive legislative appropriations.  MAC
does not use the state’s accounting, procurement,
and human resources information systems.  MAC
sets the fees that it charges, without legislative
review.

State agencies are subject to the Governor’s
biennial budget process.  Revenues are
deposited in the state treasury and can be spent
only pursuant to an appropriation.  Agencies
use the statewide information systems for
accounting, procurement, and human resources
purposes.  Increased fees require legislative
approval unless they are for the direct and
primary use of an individual or entity.

Capital budget Metropolitan Airports Commission prepares and
approves its own budget.  Large capital projects
are subject to Metropolitan Council review.

Agency capital budget proposals are subject to
approval by the Governor and Legislature.

Asset investment By MAC treasurer. By State Board of Investment.

Rules and
ordinances

MAC adopts ordinances. Minn. Stat. §473.608,
subd. 17 requires public hearings in certain
cases.

Agencies adopt rules through the Administrative
Procedure Act (Minn. Stat. §14), unless
exempted.

Legal actions MAC hires its own counsel and conducts its own
legal actions.

Attorney general represents state agencies and
conducts legal actions.

SOURCES:  Mark Shepard and Wendy Simons, Minnesota House of Representatives Research Department, memorandum to
Representative Jim Rhodes, MAC as a State Agency, November 29, 2001; Office of the Legislative Auditor review of Minnesota statutes.



Also, MAC and state agencies are subject to periodic financial audits by the
Office of the Legislative Auditor.

On the other hand, the table shows many areas in which MAC and state agency
practices differ significantly.  For example, MAC employees are represented by
different collective bargaining units than state agency employees, and they have
different retirement systems.  This was one reason that some legislators concluded
during the 2002 legislative session that a bill to make MAC a state agency would
be impractical.  In addition, state agencies and MAC are subject to different laws
regarding purchasing and rule-making procedures.  MAC has authority to enter
contracts or make purchases without authorization from an external agency, and
MAC’s internal process for adopting ordinances is less time-consuming than the
statutorily-designated process that state agencies must follow to promulgate state
rules.  Also, because MAC does not receive state funds, its budgets are not subject
to approval by the state’s executive or legislative branches.

Recommendations and Options
The Metropolitan Airports Commission has managed the airport system in the
Twin Cities region for 60 years, and its track record is a strong one.
Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport is recognized as one of the nation’s
best airports.  MAC has assembled an experienced, respected management team.
The commission has an extensive noise mitigation program and is presently
administering an ambitious expansion of airport facilities.  MAC has
accommodated one of the state’s largest private employers (Northwest Airlines)
while encouraging airport competition.  Over the years, many people have
expressed concern that MAC is staff-dominated, but we observed instances in
which MAC commissioners showed assertiveness and independence during public
discussions.

Despite MAC’s achievements, we think there are legitimate questions about
oversight of MAC and its public accountability.  The airport authority governance
structure provides MAC with management flexibility, but MAC receives less
scrutiny and enjoys more independence than a traditional government agency.
Likewise, there has long been concern about the accountability of regional
agencies in the Twin Cities area. 44

MAC has considerable autonomy to make budget and policy decisions without the
approval of elected officials.  While there are other public bodies in which
decisions are made without the approval of elected officials, MAC’s decisions are
unique because so much is at stake.  As a manager of one of the nation’s largest
airports (and six smaller airports), MAC makes large-scale capital investment
decisions that can affect air travel in the region for years to come. 45 Also, MAC’s
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44 For example, a 1983 legislative commission on metropolitan agency governance concluded:
“If one subject predominated, in all of the [legislative] Commission’s hearings, it was that of
accountability…  Indeed, there seems to be a consensus that nearly all the important lines of external
accountability are weak and that, as a result, the metropolitan agencies increasingly take on one of
the distinguishing characteristics of special districts:  insularity.” Report of the Legislative
Commission on Metropolitan Governance (St. Paul, May 1983), 3-4.

45 State law prohibits MAC from making unilateral decisions regarding construction of a major
new airport (Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.608, subd. 16).  However, legislative decisions regarding a
new airport would undoubtedly rely considerably on MAC’s estimates of future airport needs.



decisions can affect the operations of Minnesota-based airlines, which are a
critical part of the state’s economy.  Furthermore, MAC decisions about airport
operations affect travelers throughout the state, and airport-related noise and
pollution can affect thousands of residents in communities near MAC’s airports.
Finally, although airline officials generally think that MAC runs Minneapolis-St.
Paul Airport effectively, they have raised valid concerns about some individual
actions by MAC.  For instance, MAC staff initially proposed a large budget
increase for 2003 despite the airline industry’s serious financial problems (see
Chapter 2), and MAC took a gate from Northwest Airlines and gave it to United
Airlines in 1999 without sufficient assurances that United would use the gate (see
Chapter 3).

Overall,

• We do not recommend that the Legislature make large-scale
structural changes in MAC at this time, but we think that the
Legislature should consider ways to improve state-level oversight of
MAC.

In our view, it is preferable for MAC to continue operating as a regional agency,
rather than as a department of a local unit of government.  The challenge of
running a major airport requires a structure that is capable of looking beyond the
boundaries of an individual city or county.  In addition, we think that MAC should
continue to operate as an airport authority, not as a state agency.  Although a few
states own and operate airports, a decision to make MAC a state agency would be
very disruptive and should be a last resort.  MAC has established a solid
reputation as an airport operator, and it would be preferable to focus in coming
years on issues such as the airport’s continued viability at its present location,
rather than on the challenges that would be required by a major change in the
airport’s management structure.

We do think, however, that the Legislature should strengthen its own oversight of
MAC.  As a starting point, the Legislature should participate more directly in the
process by which MAC commissioners are appointed.  In our view, legislative
confirmation of appointees to MAC would serve two important purposes.  First, it
would broaden the involvement of elected, state-level public officials in decisions
regarding MAC’s leadership, rather than relying solely on the choices of one state
official (the Governor).  Second, confirmation hearings would provide an
opportunity for dialogue between legislators and prospective commissioners
regarding a variety of airport issues.  We think there is justification for legislative
confirmation of the 13 commissioners appointed by the Governor.

RECOMMENDATION

The Legislature should amend state law to require Senate confirmation of
the Governor’s appointees as MAC commissioners.

Some persons we spoke with expressed concern that legislative confirmation
might “politicize” the appointment process, perhaps discouraging qualified people
from serving.  There is always a possibility that the legislative process will be
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contentious, but it can also be constructive.  Senate confirmation is a
widely-accepted tradition for important appointments, ranging from state agency
heads and Metropolitan Council members to appointees to a variety of state
boards and commissions.46 It is reasonable to expect that the Legislature—which
created MAC and established many of the laws that govern it—should confirm the
appointees to an agency with significant statewide impact.

We also recommend that the Legislature clarify state law regarding the terms of
MAC commissioners appointed by the Governor.  Of the 13 MAC commissioners
appointed by the Governor, 8 have terms that are not specified in law, 4 have
four-year terms (specified in law), and the chair serves at the pleasure of the
Governor (specified in law).47 We think it is certainly appropriate for the chair to
serve at the pleasure of the Governor, thus permitting the Governor to replace the
chair at any time.  For the other MAC commissioners appointed by the Governor,
the Legislature should specify a consistent term of service—either (1) service at
the pleasure of the Governor, or (2) staggered, four-year terms.  There is precedent
for both approaches in state law, although staggered, defined terms are more
common.48 If commissioners were to serve at the Governor’s pleasure, a new
Governor could replace all commissioners at one time—making MAC more
immediately accountable to an elected official, but also more subject to political
influences.  In addition, it might be challenging for a new Governor to
immediately select 15 well-qualified MAC appointees (rather than selecting them
over the course of several years), and there might be a benefit to having some
continuity of commission membership from the term of one Governor to the next.
Overall, we think there are important issues for the Legislature to weigh when
deciding the preferred policy for MAC appointees’ terms of service, but we think
it is essential for the Legislature to address the existing law’s inconsistent and
ill-specified provisions on this topic.  In addition, there are no provisions in law
for how commissioners’ terms will be affected by Metropolitan Council
redistricting, scheduled to occur in 2003.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Legislature should specify in state law the terms of all MAC members
appointed by the Governor—that is, whether they serve at the pleasure of the
Governor or for a specified term.  For the MAC members appointed to
represent Metropolitan Council districts, the Legislature should also specify
in law how these members’ terms and appointments will be affected by
Metropolitan Council redistricting.
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46 There have been some proposals for the House of Representatives to play a role in confirmation
proceedings, but the Minnesota Constitution provides that the Governor may appoint public officials
“with the advice and consent of the senate” (Minn. Const., art. V, sec. 3.).

47 As noted earlier, the terms of the eight commissioners who each represent two Metropolitan
Council districts are not specified in law.  Because of the absence of statutory provisions, it could be
argued that these commissioners serve at the pleasure of the Governor, although they were
appointed with the general understanding that they would serve four-year terms.  For example, the
MAC web site lists four-year terms for these members, beginning on their varying dates of
appointment.

48 In contrast, all 17 members of another major regional agency (the Metropolitan Council) serve at
the pleasure of the Governor.



We also think that the Legislature should play a more active, ongoing role in
MAC’s oversight.  In our view, this can occur without changes in state law.
Standing committees of the Legislature that deal with transportation issues and
local affairs should hold hearings on MAC more often than they have in recent
years.  Among the issues that legislators may wish to explore are:  (1) MAC’s
performance, policies, and budget, (2) the role of Minnesota-based airlines in the
state economy, (3) competition at Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport, and
(4) the ability of existing airport facilities to meet the region’s future aviation
needs.  If necessary, the Legislature could also consider expanding the role of the
Legislative Commission on Metropolitan Government to include MAC in its
jurisdiction.

RECOMMENDATION

Legislative committees should periodically hold hearings on MAC—to
discuss MAC’s budget, performance, and other airport-related issues.

At this time, we do not recommend that the Legislature approve MAC’s operating
or capital budgets.  MAC does not receive a state appropriation, and state budget
officials told us that there is no precedent in Minnesota for the Legislature to
approve the operating budget of an agency that does not receive a state
appropriation.49 Likewise, they said that there is no precedent for legislative
approval of capital projects that are not funded by the state.  Furthermore, even
airline officials who favor greater oversight of MAC worry that legislative
reviews of MAC’s budget might not be timely, potentially delaying important
airport projects.

However, we think that the Legislature should periodically review MAC’s
budgets.  There may even be occasions where the Legislature may wish to pass
laws that direct MAC to undertake certain projects, or restrict its authority to
undertake others.  As noted earlier, the 1996 Legislature directed MAC to
implement the 2010 Long Term Comprehensive Plan for the Minneapolis-St. Paul
International Airport, but it also restricted MAC’s ability to construct a third
parallel runway at the airport and to replace that airport’s existing passenger
terminal.50 Later in this chapter, we recommend lengthening the periods of public
review prior to adoption of MAC’s budget targets and final budget.  We think this
will help to ensure that airlines and other interested parties have sufficient time to
examine MAC’s budget assumptions and proposals.  In fact, parties with a
business or personal stake in the outcome of budget decisions will likely give
MAC’s budget a serious level of scrutiny—perhaps more so than the Legislature
could provide.

Finally, we think that the Legislature should consider expanding the Metropolitan
Council’s existing statutory authority to annually approve MAC’s capital projects.
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49 Occasionally, the Legislature has reviewed (but not approved) the budgets of agencies that do
not receive state appropriations—such as the State Fair and Iron Range Resources and
Rehabilitation Board.  We are aware of three states—Alaska, Hawaii, and Maryland—in which the
state legislature approves a major airport’s operating budget.

50 By law, MAC cannot construct a third parallel runway without the affected cities’ approval.
MAC cannot construct a replacement passenger terminal on the west side of the airport without
legislative approval.



The law authorizes the council to comment on MAC projects exceeding $5 million
at the Minneapolis-St. Paul Airport and and other MAC projects exceeding $2
million.  However, the council’s statutory authority to approve MAC’s capital
projects is limited to certain categories of projects specified in law that have “a
significant effect on the orderly and economic development of the metropolitan
area.”

For example, state law does not explicitly grant the Metropolitan Council
authority to approve sound insulation projects at Minneapolis-St. Paul
Airport—despite the council’s threat in 2002 to withhold approval of MAC’s
entire capital budget unless MAC changed one of its sound insulation policies.  In
our view, projects related to the airport’s sound insulation program are large,
potentially controversial, and far-reaching in their impacts—and this could justify
amending the law to require Metropolitan Council approval of such projects.
Such approval could provide additional assurance that MAC’s policies are
prudent, practical, and consistent with previous commitments.

In addition, there have been other large capital projects—such as construction of
the Humphrey Terminal—that have been subject only to council review, not
council approval.  If the Legislature wishes to increase external oversight of
MAC’s capital project decisions, it could specify in law additional categories of
MAC projects that require Metropolitan Council approval, or it could require
council approval of projects exceeding a certain dollar threshold.51 It is unclear
whether the Metropolitan Council would have the time and resources to scrutinize
airport projects more closely than a commission (like MAC) that is focused solely
on airport issues, but there might be value in requiring external approval of
MAC’s largest capital decisions by a body that already has statutory responsibility
to review these projects.

RECOMMENDATION

The Legislature should consider amending Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.621,
subd. 6 and 7, so that additional MAC capital projects would be subject to
Metropolitan Council approval.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR PUBLIC INPUT AND
REVIEW

The Metropolitan Airports Commission conducts its business at monthly public
meetings.52 Our study evaluated selected aspects of the commission’s
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51 The statutory dollar threshold that triggers Metropolitan Council review of capital projects has
not changed in many years.  If the Legislature were to require Metropolitan Council approval for
capital projects exceeding a certain dollar threshold, it would probably make sense to select a
threshold well above the ones that presently trigger council reviews.

52 In addition to the monthly meetings of the commission and its subcommittees, there are various
groups that advise the commission and MAC staff on specific issues.  An Airline Affairs Committee
(chaired by Northwest Airlines) discusses various issues related to airport budgets, facilities, and
operations. There are also advisory groups on taxis, noise, reliever airports, auto rental companies,
and other airport issues.



decision-making processes.  We observed various commission meetings during
2002, reviewed MAC meeting minutes, and solicited comments from the airlines
that operate at Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport.  In the following
sections, we discuss two areas in which there has been room to improve public
participation in MAC decisions and public review of MAC’s actions.

Public Information on MAC Meetings
We found that:

• MAC’s web site has provided insufficient information about MAC
policies, and meeting notifications and summaries have not always
been posted in a timely manner.

Neither MAC’s bylaws nor its ordinances are posted on the agency’s web site.
The bylaws set forth basic rules of procedure that the commission follows, and the
ordinances are the policies that the commission has adopted on various airport
issues.  Although MAC provides the bylaws and ordinances to persons upon
request, we think that posting these policies on the web site would improve public
access to information about MAC and how it conducts its business.

MAC’s bylaws
require that the
executive director
mail or hand deliver
meeting notices to
commissioners at
least 48 hours in
advance of a
meeting.  In practice,
MAC staff usually
mail notifications of
commission
meetings at least five
days in advance of
the meetings.
Nevertheless, some
parties interested in
airport-related decisions expressed concern to us that they did not receive meeting
agendas and information packets until two or three days before meetings.  They
said that this sometimes left little time to review MAC’s materials and prepare
comments for the public meeting.

Even if MAC maintains its present schedule for hard-copy mailings, we think that
it could improve the timeliness of its public information by posting meeting
materials online at the time it does these mailings.  We observed that agendas for
some MAC meetings during 2002 were not posted on the agency’s web site prior
to the meetings.  Also, the web site has not been used to post the background
materials that are included in packets mailed to MAC commissioners.
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In addition, we observed that MAC meeting minutes have not always been posted
in a timely manner.  For instance, as of December 2002, the web site’s most
recently posted minutes for the monthly meetings of MAC’s Maintenance and
Operations Committee were from April 2002.53 In our view, lengthy delays in
posting meeting summaries weaken accountability by making it more difficult for
the public to monitor MAC’s activities.

RECOMMENDATIONS

MAC should post its bylaws and ordinances on the agency’s web site.  MAC
should post agendas (and handouts as soon as they are available) for
commission meetings on its web site no later than five days prior to the
meeting date.  In addition, MAC should post minutes of the commission and
its committees within one week of their adoption.

MAC’s Budget Process
A second area in which MAC could improve its decision-making process is the
annual adoption of the agency’s budget.  Specifically, we found that:

• MAC has set short timelines for making decisions about its budget
targets and—until 2002—its final operating budget.  This has
restricted opportunities for input by the airlines and others.

MAC policies call for the budget process to start in April of each year—with
adoption of budget targets by MAC’s Finance Committee.54 Following several
months of internal discussions, staff present budget recommendations to the
commission (in September, according to MAC policies).  MAC policies call for
commission approval of the budget in October, although MAC officials told us
that in recent years the commission has typically approved the budget in
November or December.  In 2002, the Legislature considered bills that would
have required MAC to submit its proposed operating and capital budgets to key
legislators at least 90 days prior to the commission’s adoption.55 Although these
bills did not pass, MAC extended the period of time in Fall 2002 for deliberation
of staff’s budget recommendations.  The commission received the budget
recommendation in late September 2002 and adopted a budget in mid-December
2002—not the full 90 days that would have been required by the bills under
consideration in the 2002 Legislature, but an improvement over some prior years.
MAC officials told us that it would be feasible in future years to implement a
90-day period of public review prior to budget adoption.

The initial portion of MAC’s budget process has considerably less opportunity for
deliberation than the latter stages.  Budget “targets” adopted by the commission in
the spring set overall parameters for the recommendations that staff develop in
subsequent months.  Specifically, MAC adopts targets for operating income,
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53 Postings for MAC’s other committees and the full commission were usually more up-to-date.

54 MAC, Administrative Manual, Policy and Procedure Number 2001, “Attachment-Budget
Schedule.”  In 2002, MAC’s Finance Committee approved the budget targets in May, not April.

55 House File 3700 and Senate File 3420.



operating expenses, the debt service coverage ratio, and total airline costs.  The
targets can be modified later in the process, but they provide the framework that
drives staff’s initial recommendations regarding detailed budget allocations.
Among other uses, the targets are intended to determine MAC’s overall spending
level—which, along with past capital investments, will determine the rates and
charges paid by the airlines using Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport.
MAC staff told us that commissioners and the airlines typically have a very short
period (a week or two) to review information on budget targets before the
commission’s Finance Committee acts on them.

The adoption of MAC’s budget is a complicated, important task.  Although the
budget process has been open to public discussion and input, MAC’s self-imposed
time constraints have likely impeded a full discussion of the budget in past years.
We think that MAC deserves credit for lengthening the period for public input on
the draft budget in 2002, but we also think that MAC should make further
improvements to ensure better opportunities for external review.

RECOMMENDATION

The Legislature should require in state law that MAC provide a preliminary
annual budget to legislators and the general public 90 days prior to approval
of the final budget by the commission.  In addition, MAC should adopt
internal policies to extend the time for consideration of annual budget
targets in the spring.

Airline officials also told us that they would like to participate more directly in the
budget development process with MAC—after budget targets have been set, and
before staff present budget recommendations to the commission.  We think that
MAC should strive to have a budget development process that solicits comments
at various stages from the airlines and other interested parties.  Over the course of
a multi-month budget process, economic conditions sometimes change and new
issues arise—and MAC can benefit from input throughout this period.  At the
same time, it is important for MAC to share information in a fair way, with ample
opportunities for input from the general public and affected parties and not just
through a series of closed discussions.  In addition, we think it is reasonable for
MAC staff to retain control of the budget process until they present budget
recommendations to the commission, and this may sometimes limit the staff’s
ability to provide budget information to the airlines or others.
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Summary of
Recommendations

� When contracts for retail, food, and beverage concessions expire at the end
of 2003, the Metropolitan Airports Commission should consider increasing
the percentage of gross sales paid as rent to a level more comparable with
other large hub airports (p. 40).

� The Legislature should amend state law to require Senate confirmation of
the Governor’s appointees as MAC commissioners (p. 108).

� The Legislature should specify in state law the terms of all MAC members
appointed by the Governor—that is, whether they serve at the pleasure of the
Governor or for a specified term (p. 109).

� For the MAC members appointed to represent Metropolitan Council
districts, the Legislature should specify in law how these members’ terms
and appointments will be affected by Metropolitan Council redistricting
(p. 109).

� Legislative committees should periodically hold hearings on MAC—to
discuss MAC’s budget, performance, and other airport-related issues
(p. 110).

� The Legislature should consider amending Minn. Stat. §473.621, subd. 6 and
7, so that additional MAC capital projects would be subject to Metropolitan
Council approval (p. 111).

� MAC should post its bylaws and ordinances on the agency’s web site.  MAC
should post agendas (and handouts as soon as they are available) for
commission meetings on its web site no later than five days prior to the
meeting date.  In addition, MAC should post minutes of the commission and
its committees within one week of their adoption (p. 113).

� The Legislature should require in state law that MAC provide a preliminary
annual budget to legislators and the general public 90 days prior to approval
of the final budget by the commission.  In addition, MAC should adopt
internal policies to extend the time for consideration of annual budget targets
in the spring (p. 114).





Governance Options That
Would Require Legislative
Action
APPENDIX A

SENATE CONFIRMATION OF MAC COMMISSIONERS

Pro

• MAC policies can have significant impact on the state’s travelers and
businesses.  Confirmation would give legislators and MAC appointees an
opportunity to discuss priorities for the metropolitan airport system.

• Confirmation by a statewide body of elected officials might strengthen
MAC’s public accountability.  Presently, MAC commissioners are each
appointed by one elected official (13 by the Governor, 1 by the Minneapolis
mayor, and 1 by the St. Paul mayor).

• Existing law authorizes the Senate to confirm commissioners of state agencies
and the chair of one metropolitan agency (the Metropolitan Council).  The
Senate also confirms all members of a variety of state-created boards and
commissions—ranging from highly visible governing bodies (for instance, the
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency and the Minnesota State Colleges and
Universities system) to less visible bodies (for example, the Minnesota Board
of Invention and the Emergency Medical Services Regulatory Board).
Arguably, MAC has statewide impact that is greater than that of some other
boards whose members are confirmed by the Senate.

Con

• Partisan or single-issue politics could play a role in legislative confirmation
decisions.

• Potential candidates for appointment may withdraw from consideration
because of concerns about participating in a public confirmation process.

• It is unclear whether legislative confirmation would result in the selection of
better MAC commissioners.

LEGISLATIVE APPROVAL OF MAC’S BUDGETS

Pro

• Approval of MAC’s budget by elected officials could strengthen
accountability.  Presently, MAC’s governing body of appointed (not elected)
commissioners has sole responsibility for the agency’s annual operating
budget.

• Legislative approval would provide an additional opportunity for public
debate about whether MAC’s budgets are fiscally responsible and sufficiently
responsive to the needs of airlines and other airport users.

• MAC is a creation of the state Legislature and should receive ongoing
legislative oversight—even if it does not spend state funds for airport
operations.



LEGISLATIVE APPROVAL OF MAC’S BUDGETS - Continued

Con

• MAC does not pay for its operations with state funds.  Minnesota state budget
officials recall no instances in which agencies without state funding have been
required to obtain legislative approval of their capital or operating budgets.
There have been some instances in which legislators have reviewed the
budgets of agencies that do not receive state funding (for example, the state
High School League and the Iron Range Resources and Rehabilitation Board).

• State law already authorizes annual external review of MAC’s large capital
projects by the Metropolitan Council.1

• Where appropriate, the Legislature can influence MAC budget decisions
through state law, rather than through budget approvals.  For instance, in the
mid-1990s, the Legislature decided not to build a new airport and directed
MAC to implement capital improvements at the existing airport.

• Legislative decisions on individual capital projects could be influenced by
partisan or parochial concerns.  This is one reason why the Legislature has
historically given the Minnesota Department of Transportation considerable
latitude to rank individual highway construction projects on the list of
statewide priorities.2

• As an independent airport authority, MAC has considerable flexibility to
adjust its budget on short notice—for instance, in response to acts of terrorism
or changes in the airline industry.  Airline and airport officials question
whether a requirement for budget approval by a part-time Legislature could
limit this flexibility or delay some projects.

• Except for transit operating subsidies that the Metropolitan Council receives,
none of the Twin Cities metropolitan agencies have their budgets approved by
the Legislature.  (The Metropolitan Council’s budgets are subject to review by
the Legislative Commission on Metropolitan Government.)

• There are no fiscal analysts within the Minnesota Legislature presently
assigned to review MAC’s budget on a regular basis.

• With only a few exceptions, the budgets of major U.S. airports are not subject
to legislative review.

• Federal restrictions on the use of airport revenues would limit the scope of the
Legislature’s budgeting authority.
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1 Specifically, state law requires the Metropolitan Council to review projects at Minneapolis-St.
Paul International Airport exceeding $5 million and other MAC capital projects exceeding $2
million.  According to the law, “No such project that has a significant effect on the orderly and
economic development of the metropolitan area may be commenced without the approval” of the
council.  See Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.621, subd. 6.

2 In 2000, however, the Legislature created the Major Transportation Projects Commission to
review and comment on proposed, large-scale construction projects in which the department is
involved.



LEGISLATIVE REVIEW OF MAC’S PLANS, POLICIES, AND
PROGRAMS

Pro

• State law requires the Legislature to play a role in MAC’s oversight.
According to the law, “the [airports] commission shall be held accountable to
the legislature in its activities, plans, policies, and programs.  It shall report
each session to appropriate committees of the legislature as to its activities,
plans, policies, and programs.”3

• There are standing committees of the House and Senate that would be suitable
forums for discussion of MAC’s performance and budget (e.g., House
committees on local government and metropolitan affairs, transportation, and
government operations; Senate committees on state and local government
operations and transportation).  The Legislative Commission on Metropolitan
Government also might be a logical choice to oversee MAC’s performance,
but the scope of this commission’s work would have to be amended in law to
include more than oversight of the Metropolitan Council.4

Con

• In the years since the end of the dual track airport planning process, legislative
committees have shown limited interest in MAC’s budget and overall
performance.

DESIGNATION OF MAC AS A STATE AGENCY (OR REQUIRING
MAC TO BE SUBJECT TO SOME STATE AGENCY PROCEDURAL
REQUIREMENTS)

Pro

• Making MAC a state agency would formally recognize that its actions have
statewide significance, not just metropolitan significance.

• MAC would be subject to the same provisions that govern state agencies—in
some cases, providing an additional level of scrutiny for MAC.  For instance,
the Commissioner of Administration would oversee MAC’s purchasing and
contracting processes, and MAC’s rule development would likely be subject to
the state’s Administrative Procedures Act.

Con

• There would be numerous challenges in changing MAC from a
semi-autonomous metropolitan agency into a state agency.  For instance, MAC
employees would be represented by different bargaining units than they are
today, and they would be covered by state civil service laws.  If MAC
employees became state employees, their pensions would be in the Minnesota
State Retirement System; presently, MAC pensions are in the Public
Employees Retirement Association.  In addition, the Legislature would have to
consider whether to retain a commission to oversee the actions of the agency.
Overall, changing MAC to a state agency would significantly disrupt an
agency that has received generally good marks for its day-to-day airport
management.
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3 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.621, subd. 1a.

4 Minn. Stat. (2002), §3.8841.



DESIGNATION OF MAC AS A STATE AGENCY (OR REQUIRING
MAC TO BE SUBJECT TO SOME STATE AGENCY PROCEDURAL
REQUIREMENTS) - Continued

Con

• MAC would lose some of the flexibility it now has to manage the airport.
Certain decisions would be subject to other agencies’ review or procedures.
This could slow the decision-making process or make the process less
responsive to the needs of the airline industry.

• Presently, MAC bears considerable responsibility for whatever management
problems it has—because its administrators have autonomy to manage airport
affairs.  If MAC’s management decisions would be subject to review by state
agencies (such as the departments of Employee Relations or Administration),
it might be harder to pinpoint responsibility for airport management problems.

• The 1983 Legislative Commission on Metropolitan Governance concluded:
“[Administrative Procedure Act (APA) rule-making] proceedings are not
generally appropriate to the types of functions performed by metropolitan
agencies.”5 It recommended application of APA only on a case-by-case basis,
following careful consideration of the consequences.  In addition, it is likely
that rule-making under the APA process would take longer than the ordinance
development process now administered by MAC.

• It is not necessary to make MAC a state agency to accomplish the goal of
improved legislative oversight.

REQUIRE THE GOVERNOR’S APPOINTEES TO MAC TO SERVE
“AT THE PLEASURE OF THE GOVERNOR”

Pro

• This change would give a new Governor more immediate control over the
composition and direction of the commission.  The incoming Governor could
make all of his or her MAC appointments at one time, rather than staggering
them over the course of a four-year term.  This could make MAC more
directly accountable to the Governor.

• The MAC chair and all members of the Metropolitan Council serve at the
pleasure of the Governor, so there is some precedent for this practice among
metropolitan agency appointees.

• There should be consistent provisions in law regarding the terms of
Governor-appointed MAC commissioners.  Presently, some of the
commissioners have four-year terms, specified in law; others have no
provisions and, thus, presumably serve at the pleasure of the Governor.

Con

• Such a change has the potential to result in the replacement of the entire
commission at one time.  This kind of turnover could result in a commission
with limited understanding of previous commission actions.  In addition, the
Governor might have practical difficulties simultaneously filling 15 MAC
positions with qualified people.

120 METROPOLITAN AIRPORTS COMMISSION

5 Report of the Legislative Commission on Metropolitan Governance (St. Paul, March 1983), 11.



REQUIRE THE GOVERNOR’S APPOINTEES TO MAC TO SERVE “AT
THE PLEASURE OF THE GOVERNOR” - Continued

Con

• The state law that governs appointments to many boards and commissions (but
not MAC) requires staggered timing of the appointments.6

• Authorizing removal of MAC commissioners “at the pleasure of the
Governor” could reduce the commission’s independence or subject its
activities to political influences.

(NOTE:  The terms of 8 of the 13 MAC commissioners appointed by the Governor
are not specified in law.  In practice, however, recent governors have appointed
MAC commissioners on a staggered basis, with the understanding that all will
serve four-year terms.  Of the 13 gubernatorial appointees who served on MAC
during 2002, the terms of 5 will end in 2003, 1 in 2004, 5 in 2005, and 2 in 2006.)

REDUCE THE SIZE OF THE COMMISSION

Pro

• Accountability is more diffuse in large governing boards than in smaller ones.

• At 15 members, the MAC commission is one of the larger commissions
among airport authorities at major U.S. airports, and it is larger than the boards
of some Minnesota agencies that deal with complicated issues.  For instance,
the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency has a nine-member board, and the
Minnesota Public Utilities Commission has a five-member body.  MAC’s size
is the third-largest of the five Twin Cities metropolitan commissions.7

Con

• Reducing the size of the commission might eliminate some of the geographic
representation that has been built, by law, into its structure—for example, with
commissioners representing outstate Minnesota, Metropolitan Council
districts, and the cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul.  It might also reduce
representation on MAC by some of the many MAC constituencies (airlines,
consumers, businesses, labor, general aviation, etc.).

• The MAC commission has several important committees (notably, the
management and operations, planning and environment, and finance
committees).  A large commission enables MAC to divide the workload of
these committees among more members.
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6 Minn. Stat. (2002), §15.055, subd. 2.

7 The size of other governing bodies is:  Metropolitan Council, 17; Metropolitan Mosquito Control
District, 17; Metropolitan Parks and Open Space Commission, 9; Metropolitan Sports Facilities
Commission, 7.



APPOINTMENT OF THE MAC EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR BY THE
GOVERNOR—PERHAPS IN COMBINATION WITH ELIMINATION
OF THE COMMISSION

Pro

• Presently, the MAC executive director serves at the pleasure of the MAC
commission.  If the Governor appointed MAC’s administrative head, this
person would be accountable to an elected official, rather than to a non-elected
body.  This approach is used at the Baltimore-Washington International
Airport, where the Governor appoints both the director and the airport’s
governing body.8 An example of such an arrangement in Minnesota is the
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, for which the Governor appoints both
the commissioner and members of the governing board.9

• If the MAC commission was eliminated and the Governor appointed the MAC
executive director, MAC would be accountable to the Governor through a
single person (the executive director) rather than through 13 gubernatorial
appointees.

• Most major state agencies in Minnesota do not have a governing board or
commission.  Even without the forum for public participation that a
commission provides, these agencies deal with a variety of complex and often
controversial public issues.

Con

• The MAC commission’s authority to appoint the executive director is one of
the commission’s central responsibilities.  Removing this authority would
weaken the commission.

• MAC’s independence could be weakened if the Governor appointed the
executive director.  For instance, staff priorities under a Governor-appointed
executive director might be more partisan in nature.

• MAC’s commission has provided a forum for public discussion of
airport-related issues.  Interested citizens can contact MAC commissioners
with concerns, and commissioners are appointed to represent geographic
areas.  In addition, public meetings of the commission and its subcommittees
offer interested persons an opportunity for input.  All of the Twin Cities
metropolitan agencies established by state law have a governing body, in
addition to having a director.
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8 Unlike the Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport, a state (Maryland) owns
Baltimore-Washington International Airport.

9 The MPCA commissioner serves as chair of the MPCA board.



INCREASE THE METROPOLITAN COUNCIL’S OVERSIGHT
OF MAC—FOR EXAMPLE, BY INCREASING THE METROPOLITAN
COUNCIL AUTHORITY TO APPROVE MAC BUDGET ITEMS, OR
THROUGH DESIGNATION OF A METROPOLITAN COUNCIL
MEMBER AS A MEMBER OF THE MAC COMMISSION

Pro

• Such changes would be potentially useful if there were concerns that MAC
was not sufficiently responsive to the Metropolitan Council’s plans and
policies.

• State law now authorizes the Metropolitan Council to review MAC’s large
capital projects.10 But the council only has authority to approve certain
categories of projects specified in law.  For example, the law presently does
not explicitly designate sound mitigation projects as a category of projects that
require council authorization—although the council threatened not to approve
MAC’s capital budget in 2002 because of concerns about MAC’s sound
insulation policy.  MAC’s capital budget is not subject to legislative approval,
but requiring Metropolitan Council approval of additional categories of MAC
capital projects would provide an external check on MAC’s budget authority.

• Some Metropolitan Council officials told us that they thought that having a
Metropolitan Council member on MAC would be constructive.  (There is
some precedent for such an arrangement:  a Metropolitan Council member
now serves as a voting member of the council’s Transportation Advisory
Board.)

Con

• Legislators and others expressed general concerns about MAC’s accountability
and oversight, but many seemed more interested in improved state-level
oversight than in improved oversight by the Metropolitan Council.

• Some Metropolitan Council officials told us that the council has little capacity
to conduct detailed reviews of MAC’s operating budget.  They think that this
role can be performed better by the MAC commission, whose duties relate
exclusively to airport issues.

• Metropolitan Council members serve part-time, and it would be demanding
for a member to serve on both the Metropolitan Council and MAC.

• The MAC commission is already large (15 members) and represents varied
constituencies (eight Metropolitan Council districts, four outstate cities with
airports, and the cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul).  Designating a
Metropolitan Council member to serve on MAC would further complicate
MAC’s accountability and could result in a still-larger commission.

(Note:  Presently, the Metropolitan Council designates one of its members to serve
as a liaison to MAC.  This person attends MAC meetings but does not vote on
commission actions.)
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REQUIRE IMPROVED PUBLIC NOTICE OF MAC COMMISSION
VACANCIES AND TERM EXPIRATIONS; ESTABLISH A
NOMINATIONS COMMITTEE TO IDENTIFY POTENTIAL MAC
COMMISSIONER CANDIDATES

Pro

• The strength of a governing body depends considerably on the quality of its
appointees.  State law requires the Metropolitan Council and Metropolitan
Parks and Open Space Commission to publish notices of vacancies and term
expirations in general circulation newspapers in the metropolitan area and in
the Metropolitan Council’s districts.11 In addition, these two agencies are also
required by law to have committees to identify potential candidates for
appointment.12 There are no such requirements for MAC.

Con

• It is unclear whether the absence of these statutory requirements for MAC has
had any impact on the quality of the persons appointed to MAC.

STATUTORY SPECIFICATION OF MINIMUM REQUIREMENTS FOR
MAC APPOINTEES

Pro

• According to state law, Metropolitan Council members should be
“knowledgeable about urban and metropolitan affairs.” 13 In addition, they
should reflect the “various demographic, political, and other interests in the
metropolitan area and the districts.”14 State law does not define any minimum
requirements for MAC commissioners.

Con

• Requirements of minimum qualifications would not guarantee that appointees
will be any better qualified than they would be without such a provision.

PRESCRIBE THE AMOUNT OF ADVANCE NOTICE THAT MAC MUST
PROVIDE FOR MEETINGS AND BUDGET DECISIONS

Pro

• Regarding meetings:  Sometimes MAC has not provided the public with
timely notification of its meeting agendas, including materials that will be
discussed at the meetings.  Although it might be difficult to send these items
sooner through regular mail service, it would be possible to post them on the
MAC website at the time of (or prior to) the mailing.
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11 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.123, subd. 3 (b); Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.303, subd. 2 (b).

12 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.123, subd. 3 (c); Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.303, subd. 2 (c).

13 Minn. Stat. (2002), §473.123, subd. 2 (g).

14 Minn. Stat.(2002), §473.123, subd. 2 (f).



PRESCRIBE THE AMOUNT OF ADVANCE NOTICE THAT MAC MUST
PROVIDE FOR MEETINGS AND BUDGET DECISIONS - Continued

Pro

• Regarding budgets:  Before 2002, the amount of time that MAC
commissioners and the public had to review staff’s recommended budget was
short.  This prompted concerns from some airlines, legislators, MAC
commissioners, and others.  MAC staff told us that it would be feasible to
have a 90-day budget review period following submission of the
budget—which is slightly longer than the review period in 2002.

Con

• Regarding meetings:  It would be unusual for the Legislature to specify in law
exactly how and when an organization should provide advance notice of its
meetings.  It may be preferable for MAC to adopt internal policies regarding
meeting notices.

• Regarding budgets:  As an alternative to a statutory requirement for a 90-day
budget review period, MAC could adopt internal policies that require such a
period.

ELIMINATE PROVISIONS FOR MAYORAL APPOINTEES TO MAC

Pro

• Because the Minneapolis and St. Paul mayors are each authorized to appoint a
MAC member, Minneapolis and St. Paul have more representation per capita
on MAC than other parts of the region.  (By law, the other eight MAC
members from the metropolitan area are appointed from Metropolitan Council
districts—with each district containing approximately equal population.  The
seven-county area covered by the Metropolitan Council includes the cities of
Minneapolis and St. Paul.)

Con

• Many cities are affected by the operations of MAC airports, but Minneapolis
and St. Paul are the two largest.  Minneapolis residents have experienced
much of the international airport’s noise impacts.  St. Paul is home to the
reliever airport that has the most corporate jet traffic.  MAC airports have
substantial economic impact on both cities.
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January 14, 2003 
 
 
Mr. James Nobles 
Legislative Auditor 
Office of the Legislative Auditor 
Room 140 Centennial Building 
658 Cedar Street 
St. Paul, MN  55155-1603 
 
Dear Mr. Nobles: 
 
Thank you for taking the time and effort to conduct a thorough, objective audit of 
Metropolitan Airports Commission activities.  It has been a pleasure to work with you 
and your staff during the last several months as this audit was conducted.   
 
We are pleased the Legislative Auditor has recognized MAC’s achievements in the 
following areas: 
 
• The Commission's administration of Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport is 

well regarded, and the airport's operating costs are low compared with other U.S. 
airports.  Inflation-adjusted operating costs per passenger have not increased much 
since 1990. 

 
• The MAC demonstrated more fiscal restraint than most other airports following the 

September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks.  The MAC reduced its operating expenses more 
than most airports and cut its capital budget by 80 percent. 

 
• The MAC has provided general financial relief to airlines and has taken steps to 

encourage air service competition. 
 
• The noise mitigation program for MSP is one of the largest in the nation and is 

consistent with policies set by the MAC and the Legislature.  The scope of the MAC's 
proposed noise program expansion would be unprecedented among major airports. 

 
• Concession sales per passenger at MSP are above the industry average. 
 
We do have one comment on the finding related to the Commission’s preliminary 2003 
budget proposal:  we believe that the initial proposal was justified considering budgetary 
reductions in 2002 and the significant expansion of MSP facilities.  In 2002, MAC 
opened two new Lindbergh Terminal concourses (A and B),  the second phase expansion 

 



  

of Concourse C, a new, eight-story parking ramp at the Humphrey Terminal, and new 
cargo facilities.  We finished work on numerous airfield projects and operated the new 
Humphrey Terminal for the full calendar year.  We agree that we should have provided a 
more detailed explanation of the proposed cost impacts of this expansion. 
 
Also, each year's initial budgetary proposal is intended as a starting point for discussions 
among Commissioners, tenants and the public.  Based on that discussion, the preliminary 
budget is adjusted as appropriate.  Given the industry's continuing economic challenges, 
Commissioners ultimately reduced the proposed budget by more than $7.1 million and 
kept budgeted airline rates and charges at 2002 levels.  Despite the substantial increase in 
facilities, 2003 staffing also is being held to 2002 levels. 
 
Finally, I want to respond to specific recommendations in your report: 
 
• The MAC will modify future budget preparation schedules to allow more time for 

public consideration of budget targets before Commissioners vote on them.  Future 
budgets will provide more detailed explanations of increases in operating expenses. 

 
• The MAC will provide more complete and timely information regarding public 

meetings and Commission policies on its web site. 
 
• The MAC has increased percentage revenues from food, beverage and retail sales in 

its more recent concessions contracts, with Anton Air Foods and PCBR.  Our contract 
with HMS Host expires at the end of 2003, providing an opportunity to seek 
increased revenues from that space as well.  The Commission has already begun 
deliberations concerning the future of its concession program.  Commissioners will  
solicit public input into the goals and objectives that will guide future concessions 
development.  

 
• The MAC welcomes the opportunity to work with the governor and state legislators 

on issues of governance and oversight.  MAC officials have frequent contact with 
state lawmakers and will be happy to provide additional testimony and information 
upon request. 

 
In closing, I want to express my appreciation for the fairness, thoroughness and 
professionalism exhibited by the Legislative Auditor's Office staff in developing this 
report.  The Metropolitan Airports Commission will certainly take your recommendations 
to heart and will respond accordingly. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
/s/Jeffrey Hamiel 
 
Jeffrey Hamiel 
Executive Director 
Metropolitan Airports Commission 
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